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Selections from
Faulkner and Yoknapatawpha, 1974
Introduction
by Evans Harrington

Even before William Faulkner’s death, visitors often came to his
home town of Oxford to see firsthand the area which he had trans
formed into Yoknapatawpha County and made world famous. In
the years that followed his death, the stream of visitors grew increasingly larger. Members of the English department of the University
of Mississippi—which had purchased Faulkner’s home, Rowan
Oak—were beset by questioners about the man and his area. Visitors
also frequented the Mississippi Collection of the University Library,
which holds a complete collection of Faulkner secondary materials,
Faulkner’s Nobel and many other prizes, and many photographs,
paintings, and other memorabilia pertaining to William Faulkner
and his brother John, a writer and painter in his own right. So
constant were the visits and persistent the inquiries about Faulkner
and his area that a number of individuals at the University came to
be spending a large part of their time just advising and escorting
Faulkner enthusiasts. Eventually it seemed advisable to attempt to
meet the interest in Faulkner on an organized basis. Thus was
conceived Faulkner and Yoknapatawpha, a week-long conference in
Faulkner’s home town, consisting of lectures, films, slide presenta
tions, panel discussions, guided tours, and a dramatization. The first
such conference was held in August of 1974, and
great was the
attendance that the whole program had to be repeated a second
week. In 1975 another conference was held, and again the overflow
of participants required that it be held over a second week. In
August of 1976 a third conference will be held, and already (in July)
the applications for attendance are approaching a record mark. So
Faulkner and Yoknapatawpha has become, by virtue of the demand
it seems to fill, an annual feature of the University of Mississippi’s
cultural program; and that circumstance coincides very appropri
ately with the University’s plans, vigorously encouraged by Chancel
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lor Porter Fortune, to develop a cultural center commensurate in
scope with Mississippi’s rich cultural heritage.
As participants in the Faulkner and Yoknapatawpha conferences
protest, however, the stimulating week goes by so fast, the lectures,
panel discussions, and other activities occur and recede so rapidly,
that it is hard to get a grasp on them. From the first day of the first
conference, there has been a persistent demand that the proceed
ings of each conference be published. This demand was not antici
pated when the first conference was planned, so provisions for
obtaining rights to speeches and for recording all activities were not
made. Many of the speeches and panel discussions of that first (1974)
program were made available to us, however, and we are happy to
present them in this issue of Studies in English. The transactions of
the second (1975) conference and of all succeeding conferences will
be presented in a virtually complete form in subsequent issues of this
journal.
The items presented in the current issue are richly varied. David
Sansing, a professor of history at the University of Mississippi, places
Faulkner’s work in its historical context in “A History of Northeast
Mississippi.” Professor Sansing is a specialist in Mississippi history,
and his delineation of Faulkner’s milieu from a professional histo
rian’s viewpoint is unique in Faulkner scholarship. Equally invalu
able to students of Faulkner is Elizabeth Kerr’s meticulous study of
“The Evolution of Yoknapatawpha.” Miss Kerr, professor emerita
of English at the University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee, is the author
of Yoknapatawpha: Faulkner's “Little Postage Stamp of Native Soil,” and
she undoubtedly knows more about Yoknapatawpha and as much
about the work of Faulkner as anyone living. Joseph Blotner had
other plans for the lectures that he delivered at the 1974 conference,
but he did allow us to record and present here one of his seminar
sessions which offers many valuable insights about Faulkner, the
man and the artist—in particular one memorable comment about
the youthful Faulkner’s emulation of T. S. Eliot.
Malcolm Cowley’s two lectures, “Dilsey and the Compsons” and
“Ike McCaslin and the Wilderness,” were delivered from notes and
taped at the conference; and, as he amusingly observes in “Ike
McCaslin and the Negroes,” the taping was faulty in one major
instance. Mr. Cowley has generously edited our transcript of his
lectures, however, and has even provided us a supplement for the
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embarrassing gap in our tape. The great charm and wisdom of Mr.
Cowley, which captivated audiences at the 1974 conference, comes
through strongly here on the printed page.
Peggy Flynn’s “The Sister Figure and ‘Little Sister Death’ in the
Fiction of William Faulkner” will come as a surprise to those who
attended Faulkner and Yoknapatawpha in 1974. Ms. Flynn, of Rock
Hill, South Carolina, attended the conference and also took the
course which is conducted in conjunction with the conference. She
wrote her paper as a part of the course requirement, drawing on her
own master’s thesis about Faulkner. It was such an arresting paper
that we felt it should be published.
The three panel discussions which we present here have been
considerably edited, especially in one case. That is the discussion
about the film William Faulkner's Mississippi. Two dominant partici
pants in that panel, Jimmy Faulkner and Chooky Falkner, nephews
of William, declined to have their comments included because it is
their policy not to have their oral comments printed. The discussion
which we offer here, therefore, is very brief, but we felt that the
insights of Joseph Blotner, Elizabeth Kerr, William Lamb, and
Gerald Walton were well worth preserving. The discussions about
Faulkner's Mississippi: Land into Legend and “The Riches of Yoknapa
tawpha” have been edited merely to eliminate stammerings and
awkward breaks where a questioner’s wanderings from the subject
caused a hiatus.
As the apparently endless stream of visitors to Oxford makes
clear, there is a great eagerness to know about William Faulkner and
his mythical country. We believe that the selections presented here
will significantly aid that knowing.
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History of Northern Mississippi
by David Sansing

Any standard historical atlas of the United States will indicate to
the most casual observer that there is a political and geographic
subdivision designated Mississippi. There are fifty such subdivisions
and collectively they constitute the United States. However, Missis
sippi is not just a state of the union, it is a state of being; it is more
than a constituency, it is a condition. To most Mississippians there is
a difference between the Mississippi penciled in on a map and that
Mississippi charted by a magic marker. Those of you who are not
Mississippians cannot understand this. Those of you who are under
stand what I mean when I say to be a Mississippian is an existential
predicament. We have this thing about being Mississippians. And
the most liberal, even radical ones I know, harbor a secret devotion
to their state, of being. Most of us are fascinated by the fascination
that non-Mississippians have with us, and our state. Most of us will
attest to the fact that when we attend cocktail parties, conferences, or
seminars in other parts of the country that people seem somehow
intrigued to find a Mississippian outside of his natural habitat. They
are a little envious. Let me illustrate. Willie Morris, one of our more
famous expatriates, was scored by a New York friend for wanting to
change Mississippi. “Can you imagine?” his friend asked. “There he
is with the most messed-up state in the Union, the most fertile
ground in America for a writer to write about. . . . The most beauti
ful land in the whole damned country. The
damnedest
people in the hemisphere, and all of them ‘screwed up.’ Cruelties
right out of the Old Testament. Relationships that would make
Freud give up. . . . Emotions run wild. Romanticism gone amuck.
Decadence. Decay. Incest. Filth. Complexity. Rank perversion.
Charm. Openness. The courage of noble fools. Why if I was a writer
I’d use all the influence I had with the politicians and get them to put
up big green signs at every point of entry into Mississippi, all along
the borders, saying, ‘Posted, No Trespassing.’ ”
While most Mississippians would object to one or more of those
rather generalized characterizations, we take a measure of delight at
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being the focus of attention, in the limelight, without bothering very
much or being bothered by the shadows such illumination may cast.
We are not perplexed that we are famous for both the scent of
magnolias and the smell of burning crosses. In the next forty-five
minutes or so, I will sketch the history of Mississippi in general and
north Mississippi in particular. But before I do so, let me make one
or two observations.
In my study of Mississippi history I am intrigued by the sig
nificance and irony of color. Red, for example. First there were the
Redskins, that brotherhood of “noble savages” who hunted in the
forests and tilled the land that destiny had determined would be
ours. Bearing down hard on the “Trail of Tears” came the march of
Southern Civilization. Broadly and generally speaking, there were
three columns in that march—the rednecks, the bluebloods, and the
blacks. The rednecks were more like camp followers, scurrying on
the outskirts of Southern civilization. The bluebloods, that small
body of noble men, were the engineers, the architects, and generals.
Blacks were the warriors, the builders, the cornerstone of that soci
ety. For some reason, which quite frankly I do not understand, that
civilization was possessed with a foreboding sense of destiny, a sense
of history. Arnold J. Toynbee recognized this, but only after the fact.
“There is,” he wrote, “a thing called history, but history is something
unpleasant that happens to other people. ... if I had been a small
boy in . . . the southern part of the United States, I should not have
felt the same; I should have known from my parents that history had
happened to my people in my part of the world.”
History happened to Mississippi during the cataclysm we call the
Civil War. History made museums out of mansions, turned planters
into insurance agents. Rednecks, the dormant majority, were
aroused by the noise of that war. Rednecks and bluebloods eventu
ally accommodated themselves to history and became redbloods
who insist that they are more American than most other Americans.
But what of blacks? History did not happen to them. There was a
brief flirtation during Reconstruction when blacks exercised politi
cal power commensurate with their numerical strength. But it
proved to be illusory. Black is a color of extreme significance in the
history of Mississippi and not without its own particular brand of
irony. Black was, and in many respects still is, a negative color
denoting incapacity, incompetence, immorality. It is associated with
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the South’s deepest anxieties: black rebellion, black domination,
black power.
Notwithstanding the negative aspects of this color, one of Missis
sippi’s major sources of income is the production of black-gold.
Mississippi ranks number nine among oil producing states and
eighth in allied petroleum products. While I am on gold, or nearly
on it, let me also point out that one of the most abundant minerals in
Mississippi is pyrite. Several years ago the state legislature consi
dered making pyrite the official state mineral. Had we adopted
“fool’s gold” as the state mineral, coupling it with the mockingbird
which is the state bird, the legislature would have achieved a level of
irony the dimensions of which would have boggled the imagination.
While on the mockingbird, let me note that color is grey—a blend
of black and white.
But white, by far I think, is Mississippi’s favorite color. You have
not really lived unless you have participated in that autumnal ritual
when Mississippians gaze, ceremoniously, upon their fields “already
white unto harvest.”
White, more than any other color, is less an adjectival function, a
mere part of speech. White is a decree conferring rank and status; a
proclamation confirming inheritance and endowment; a bull inton
ing distinction and difference. White man, white supremacy, and
white rule occupy the most conspicuous and illustrious positions on
the value totem erected by white Mississippians
a monument to
their glorious past.
Regarding our past, still another color forces itself upon our
consideration, for most white Mississippians have always viewed
their past through rose-colored glasses. Surely, then, it must come
no surprise to you that the present when viewed through those same
glasses gives a predictable coloration or tint to those who would
reconfigure the past or redirect the future—color the dissenter
pink.
One more observation before we proceed with the sketch. Land is
a word of primary importance in understanding Mississippi history.
It has always had a social and political as well as economic sig
nificance. In one of my weaker moments, I contemplated running
for public office in Mississippi. When I revealed this dark secret to a
friend of mine, he replied, Look, Dave, before you do that, you’ve
gotta buy you some land first.” Let me add quickly, in the interest of

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/ms_studies_eng/vol14/iss1/13


14

Editors: Vol. 14 (1976): Full issue

8

Northern Mississippi

my wife’s peace of mind, that I have fully recovered my senses.
Anyone familiar with small, somnolent Mississippi towns has ob
served our attachment to the land. The lawyer, doctor, jeweler,
grocer, merchant rarely funnels his profit back into his business; he
siphons it off and puts it into land and enjoys restful sleep as he
listens to his trees grow. This ambition is indigenous to an agrarian
people. An editorial in the VicksburgSun, dated April 9,1860, reveals
this force at work in Mississippi.
A large plantation and negroes are the ultima thule of every Southern
gentleman’s ambition. For this the lawyer pores over his dusty tomes, the
merchant measures his tape, the doctor rolls his pills, the editor drives his
quill, and the mechanic his plane—all, all who dare aspire at all, look to this
as the goal of their ambition. The mind is used, from childhood, to con
template it, and the first efforts are all lost if the objects in life should be
changed. The mind is thus trained from infancy to think of and prepare for
the attainment of this end.

Let us now proceed with the sketch of north Mississippi, The term
north Mississippi for purposes of this discussion refers generally to
the area north of U.S. Highway 82 which extends west to east from
Greenville, through Indianola, Greenwood, Winona, Starkville, to
Columbus.
U. B. Phillips opened his classic study of Life and Labor in the Old
South by suggesting, “Let us begin by discussing the weather.” Aver
age temperature extremes north of Highway 82 range from a low
of 44 in January to a high of 81 in July. The average of 210 days
without killing frost coupled with the relatively high degree of
fertility in the various soil regions makes the area obviously condu
cive to agriculture.
From west to east these soil regions include the Yazoo-Mississippi
Delta, recognized as among the most fertile soil in the world. The
Delta is a wedge of land about 200 miles long and 85 miles wide at its
greatest extension eastward. Its alluvial deposits reach depths of 35
feet. During the antebellum period, Delta planters did not achieve
the prestige and prominence enjoyed by their counterparts in the
Old Natchez District. The Delta as a geographic and political entity
as we know it today is largely a post Civil War development.
Eastward from the Delta, the land rises suddenly into bluffs or hills
which were caused by prehistoric dust storms which swept rich
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surface soil from the west across the flat delta region. The loess
bluffs, as this region is designated, varies in breadth from five to
fifteen miles and extends the length of the state, paralleling the
Mississippi River.
The brown loam region, often called the Old Black Belt, is the only
other soil type that extends the length of the state. It lies east of the
loess bluffs and was at one time comparable to the Delta in fertility.
The history of this region serves as a case study of soil abuse,
exhaustion, and erosion. In the antebellum era it rivaled the Delta
and the river lowlands in south Mississippi in attracting land hungry
planters and was the scene of equally large and prosperous planta
tions. But after a century of abuse the soil was depleted of its fertility
and the brown loam belt became an area where the high concentra
tion of farm tenancy was its most striking agricultural characteristic.
Lafayette County is in the heart of the brown loam region.
East of the brown loam, soil regions occur with great variety. They
include the sand clay hills which begin just north of the central
prairie and extend northward through the eastern extreme of
Lafayette County and the western extreme of Union County, nar
rowing rapidly almost to a point on the Tennessee line. Before the
Civil War small farmers in these hills made feeble efforts to produce
cotton, but the results were usually disastrous. The land was poor,
the farms were small, and the families were large. It was said that
nothing grows in those hills but trouble.
To the east of the sand hills are the flatwoods, a long narrow strip
of greyish soil of low fertility which produces little more than scrub
oaks. About one third of Union County lies within this region. The
southern extreme of the flatwoods is bounded on the east by the
Tombigbee Prairie, a rich area of gently rolling terrain often called
the Alabama-Mississippi black belt. This prairie extends into the
southeast corner of Union County. The northern extreme of the
flatwoods is bounded on the east by the Pontotoc Ridge, a region of
rich sandy loam. The sandy hillsides of the Pontotoc Ridge were
once the scene of Chickasaw farms; however, this area has also
suffered from erosion.
The remaining area in north Mississippi is called the northeast or
Tennessee hills, which contain patches of rich bottom land. The
rugged terrain, however, precludes large scale agriculture. The
residents of the northeast hills were more akin to the mountaineers
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of east Tennessee than they were to other Mississippi farmers. This
may explain why Union sentiment was stronger in this section than
in any other part of Mississippi.
Coursing throughout north Mississippi are the almost numberless
creeks and streams that form the state’s major river systems. Their
names bear eloquent testimony of those who used them first: the
Tombigbee, Tilatobee, Tallahatchie, Lusascuna, Yallobusha, and
Yockony Patawfa.
These rivers and many other Indian place names bespeak those
who were here before the white man came. There were at least
sixteen tribes which occupied the territory that later became Missis
sippi. The major ones include the Biloxi and Pascagoula on the
coast, the Natchez in the southwest, the Tunica in the west central
portion, the Choctaw in the central section, and the Chickasaw in the
northern portion of Mississippi. Let me add, however, that these
locations are approximate at best, and that all tribes ranged far into
the territory of their neighbors. The most populous tribe was the
Choctaws who numbered about 20,000. The Chickasaws and
Natchez numbered about 4,500 each.
All three tribes had a common linguistic background. The Choc
taws and Chickasaws spoke virtually the same language, which must
have been melodic. An early European traveler described it as “very
agreeable to the ears, courteous, gentle and musical. . . the women
in particular so fine and musical as to represent the singing of birds.”
None of the Mississippi tribes had a written language.
Tribal folklore included a creation epic, a great migration epic
from the setting sun” to the “land of the great river,” and a flood
epic which described the use of rafts on which both men and animals
escaped the relentless and rising waters.
Tribal life was simple and close to nature. Virtually everything in
the Indian universe was expressed in religious terms. The sun was
the most important manifestation of diety. It was named the Great
Holy Fire Above and was represented by a sacred fire in each
household. Diety also expressed itself in both good and evil spirits.
Tribal rites were elaborate both in life and in death. The Choctaws
placed their dead on a scaffold where, at the appropriate time, bone
pickers removed the flesh, and the remains were then buried amid
lamentation and wailing. The Natchez often sacrificed wives and
children as part of the burial rite. Chickasaws buried their dead,
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beneath the floor of his household in a sitting position facing west to
enable the spirit to find its way into eternity.
Mississippi tribes developed a clan system of social organization.
Clans were exogamic, that is, members must marry outside the clan;
and matrilineal, that is, descent was traced through the female.
Additionally, most tribes practiced both pologamy and monogamy.
Essentially, most Mississippi Indians were town or village dwellers
with a degree of local autonomy. The tribe was a confederation of
towns or villages. Both the Choctaw and Chickasaw tribes developed
a tribal council in which authority was shared and diffused. The
Natchez, however, were more autocratic.
The rule of law followed custom and tradition. In case of homi
cide, the victim’s relatives had the right of vengeance. If the slayer
escaped, his brother was deemed responsible under the right of
retaliation.
Mississippi Indians were basically agrarian. Their commerce and
industry remained primitive. The various tribes did, however, often
engage in warfare. Second only to the considerations of territorial
ity, the chief benefit derived from these intertribal wars was the
acquisition of slave labor. Prisoners taken in battle were reduced to
bondage. Slaveholders would often sever the ankle nerves or sinews
of their bondsmen, a simple technique to prevent escape without
impairing the ability to work.
Even if they had known the meaning of the word, most Mississippi
Indians would probably not have considered their wilderness pris
tine. Nor could they have estimated the intoxicant effect the lure of
land would work on those strange-looking creatures walking
through the woods during that winter of 1540 when Hernando
DeSoto camped somewhere along the Pontotoc Ridge.
The white man came, and the Indians were caught in that threeway power struggle for empire among the Spanish, French, and
English. Ultimately, the British dominated all the territory east of
the Mississippi River. Then the Americans emerged and Mississippi
became a political and geographic entity.
In 1798 the Mississippi Territory was established under the same
general provisions as the Old Northwest Territory with one impor
tant exception. Slavery was permitted in the Mississippi Territory.
Slavery had been practiced by the Indians; the French had recog
nized and regulated the institution in 1724 when Bienville published
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his Black Code; the British had allowed it; and the Mississippi
economy presumed its continuation. At least by 1806 Mississippi’s
economic future was sealed. Cotton was rapidly becoming its chief
money crop. Slavery was already an established institution. It was
not, however, a closed subject; slavery had not yet become the acid
test of Southern manhood. Cotton was the crown prince, not yet
king.
After almost twenty years a territory, Mississippi was admitted
to statehood in 1817. The invention of the cotton gin, the introduc
tion of a cotton plant suitable for Mississippi’s humid climate, and
the development of the cotton press combined with the availability
of new land to revolutionize Mississippi’s economy.
When Mississippi became a state, over two-thirds of its territory
was Indian reserve and thus not accessible to white settlement.
However, in rather rapid succession this Indian territory was in
voluntarily ceded to the United States by the Treaty of Doaks Stand
in 1820, the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek in 1830, and the Treaty
of Pontotoc in 1832. The availability of over seven and a half million
acres generated a land rush of spectacular dimensions. The effect
was electrifying. In a speech distinguished by its lack of exaggeration
a Mississippi politician proclaimed in 1830, “Already the feet of
thousands press upon the borders of this new purchase. . . Ken
tucky’s coming, Tennessee’s coming, Alabama’s coming, and they’re
all coming to join the joyous crowd of Mississippians.”
Unfortunately, land speculators, who have been described as the
shock troops of empire, gobbled up over 75 percent of the new land.
Prices skyrocketed from $1.25 an acre in 1830 to $40 an acre in 1835.
Slave prices experienced a similar trend. By the middle 1830s trad
ers were asking and receiving $3,200 for a pair of slaves. The land
rush was accompanied by a population explosion. Mississippi’s
population increased about 200 percent in the decade from 1830 to
1840. Significantly, the census returns for 1840 indicated that Mis
sissippi’s slave population exceeded its white population. A rather
simple notation for such alarming ramifications.
I can hardly overstate the consequences of the Flush Times in
Mississippi. During this exciting decade the crown prince became
king cotton and all public debate on slavery was closed. Let me trace
the progress of that debate. In 1818 both the state supreme court
and the chief executive declared slavery to be an evil infesting the
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body politic. By 1831 Mississippi’s premier orator, Seargent Pren
tiss, still conceded that “slavery is a great evil . . . but a necessary
one.” The debate had run its course by 1836 and Prentiss was
swayed. “The people of the state of Mississippi,” he announced,
“look upon the institution of domestic slavery. . . not as a curse, but a
blessing . . .a legitimate condition of the African race . . . and they
hope to transmit this situation to their posterity as the best part of
their inheritance. . . . We hold discussion upon this subject as equally
impertinent with discussion upon our relations, wives, and children,
and will allow no present change, or hope of future alteration in this
matter.” This was not idle talk. In that same year, 1836, Governor
John A. Quitman recommended legislation designed to prevent the
dissemination of literature critical of slavery.
The ultimate defense had been agreed upon. Slavery was declared
a positive good. The burden of Southern history descended. The
power structure would permit no further debate. It would not
retreat from that position. In a speech before the United States
Senate Mississippi’s Robert J. Walker reiterated: “Our peculiar in
stitutions will yield only at the point of the bayonet, and in a struggle
for their defense we would be found invincible.” Walker’s speech is
remarkable because it revealed as early as 1836 the ultimate stand
Southerners would take in defense of slavery, and it bore eloquent
testimony to the South’s inaccurate assessment of its military capac
ity. This mistake, made almost universally in the South, precluded a
more realistic appraisal of the drift of events during the next two
decades.
As cotton production became almost exclusively the basis of Mis
sissippi’s prosperity, the expansion of slavery became increasingly
the basic issue in Mississippi politics, the test by which all public men
were measured. If the great West were not opened to slave expan
sion, Mississippians reasoned, a surplus population would result in
the devaluation of their capital assets in slaves. In 1860 the assessed
valuation of Mississippi’s 436,691 slaves was almost 350 million
dollars, a figure in excess of the combined valuation of all farm land
and equipment.
Furthermore, if no new slave states were carved out of the western
territory, the balance of power in national politics would shift to the
free states which could and probably would lead to the eventual
abolition of the institution of slavery itself.
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This was the rationale upon which Mississippi’s secession leaders
pleaded their cause. One of the most astonishing expressions of that
rationale is an editorial which appeared in the October 29, 1860,
issue of the Vicksburg Sun.
WOULD THE SOUTH BE INJURED BY THE DISSOLUTION
OF THE UNION?

We verily believe that the overthrow of the Union would not only per
petuate slavery where it now exists and establish it more firmly, but would
necessarily lead to its widespread extension. The Southern States once
constituted as an independent Republic, the acquisition of Mexico, Central
America, Cuba, San Domingo, and other West India Islands would follow as
a direct and necessary result. It would not be in the power of the North to
prevent unless by an appeal to arms terminating in the subjugation of the
South, and we presume that Abolition fanaticism would hardly venture
upon such Quixotic experiment as that. In possession of the Gulf of
Mexico and our institutions established upon what is now the free soil of
Mexico and the whole coast would be open to slave emigration, while the
Northern and Western states would be completely cut off from our present
possessions in that quarter. California would speedily become slave state.
The enormous wealth she is now pouring into the lap of the North would at
once be withdrawn and become tributary to Southern prosperity and
Southern power. While the Union lasts, it is in the power of the Northern
majority to confine slavery to such territory as we already possess. She will
exercise that power. Of course no sane man believes that another slave state
will ever be admitted into the Union. If they see proper the dominant
majority in Congress—and this they would certainly do—can prevent the
annexation of Mexico and Cuba, and other territories where slavery now
exists and would be likely to
Dissolve the Union, however, and the case is
altered. The South would then be free to carry, without let or hindrance, her
institutions far beyond the limits to which they must be confined under our
present form of government. In the Union the South cannot expand
beyond her present limits; out of it she can extend her institutions over
Mexico, Cuba, San Domingo and other West India Islands and California,
and thereby become the most powerful Republic that ever the sun shone
upon.

Every time I read this editorial, I more fully appreciate James L.
Alcorn’s assessment of the secession crisis. Alcorn, one of the state’s
wealthiest and largest landowners in 1860, said that in the hour of
crisis, reason was dethroned, passions ruled, and Mississippi was
hurled into the embrace of a causeless, cruel and bloody war.
That war, inaugurated in Mississippi with pageantry more befitting
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a medieval joust, concluded not only in defeat but amid bitter re
criminations and disillusionment. Seventy-eight thousand young
Mississippians were sent off, not as soldiers to war, but as knight
crusaders. Almost half of them did not return. Of those who did
return, many came back before the war was over.
Mississippians conceded defeat, but only in battle. Their will to
resist, weakened in war, survived in peace. To most antebellum
Mississippians, the world they lived in was flat; they saw only the
danger but none of the adventure in that mysterious and treacher
ous sea of social change. Their ship of state sailed cautiously and in
circles. I do not have the power to measure the magnitude of change
in post Civil War Mississippi. I shall simply read a letter that does.
House of Representatives
Jackson, Mississippi
March 26, 1870

To His Excellency Governor James L. Alcorn:
Governor, I was a slave of Col. W. G. Henderson. Boys together as we
were, he is the center of the tenderest associations of my
Arrived at
manhood’s estate, I was still intimately connected with him. . . . When he
was wounded at Upperville, ... he languished in the valley of Virginia
. . . until it was my privilege to take him away, secretly, through the lines to
his own people.
My friend and loving master is a candidate for . . . Circuit Judge . . . and
good republican.
Now, Governor, I, by the mysterious providence of God, am member of
the Legislature. . . . and I now place . . . my earnest prayer that you appoint
to the Judgeship of the First District the playmate of my boyhood, the
companion of my manhood, the generous friend of my whole life—my
former master, Col. Henderson.
/s/ Ambrose Henderson

Reconstruction was but an interim, a calamitous experiment,
hesitantly adopted—hastily abandoned—by the white majority.
Negro suffrage was at last considered so injurious to good govern
ment that its elimination was justified by both fraud and violence.
The legendary revolution of 1875 which restored a democraticconservative coalition to political power in Mississippi is without
parallel in the history of election abuse. It was, however, in the
vocabulary of Mississippi politics an act of redemption committed in
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the interest of white supremacy. Mississippi lost the war but won the
peace.
As a basis for a permanent structure of peace, Mississippi’s re
deemers, or Bourbons, forged a political organization from which
there could be no dissent, which could tolerate no division on any
issue, a party which, like the king, could do no wrong. The party’s
cardinal principle was white supremacy, its policy was color line
voting. The chief architect of that strategy
L. Q. C. Lamar. The
safety of Mississippi,” he declared, “lies in the maintenance of the
Democratic organization and its wise direction by conservative
leaders.”
The conservative leaders referred to by Lamar were more than
politicians, they were prophets who envisioned a “New South,” an
industrial, a commercial, a manufacturing, a vibrant, an energetic
South. The energy and interests of those leaders were channeled in
such a direction, and not without success.
The value of manufactured products in Mississippi rose more
than 100 percent from 1870 to 1890. Railroad construction was
Mississippi’s most significant industrial enterprise. Mileage in
creased more than
percent from 1880 to 1890. In 1883 Missis
sippi laid more track than any other state in the country. The
number of industrial jobs increased almost 300 percent from 1860 to
1890. But the average industrial wage decreased.
In contrast to industrial development, Mississippi agriculture de
clined. The total value of farm products rose only fractionally from
1870 to 1890, notwithstanding the fact that
million more acres
were under cultivation in 1890 than in 1870. Mississippi farmers
were caught in the cycle of declining prices and increasing produc
tion. Cotton prices dropped from 15 cents a pound in 1870 to 7.8
cents in 1890. But the crop lien system, under which a farmer
mortgaged his crop against credit advances, dictated the increase of
cotton production to offset the loss incurred by falling prices.
Such a system inevitably led to sharecropping or tenancy as the
farmer became hopelessly indebted to his creditor. From year to
year, the tenant farmed with reckless abandon in the hope of a
bumper crop which could free him from debt. Under Mississippi’s
lien law, a tenant could not relocate until he was free and clear of
debt. It was not antebellum practices, but the relentless demands of
the tenant system that exhausted much of Mississippi’s fertility.
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Farm tenancy was as fundamentally characteristic of post Civil
War agriculture in Mississippi as slavery was to antebellum agricul
ture. In 1890, 62.27 percent of all Mississippi farmers were tenants
or sharecroppers. Mississippi ranked number one nationally in the
incidence of farm tenancy. In Lafayette County over 55 percent of
the farm families were tenants; in Union County, 50 percent; in the
adjacent counties of Marshall and Panola the figures were 70 per
cent and 74 percent.
The disparity between industry and agriculture during the 1880s
and 1890s generated political unrest among the white farmers and
laborers who vocalized their discontent through first, the Farmer’s
Alliance and then, through the Populist Party. They were con
fronted and confounded, however, by the charges leveled against
them by the ruling elite. When the poor whites seriously considered
Populism as an alternative to their privation, they threatened the
party in power, they jeopardized the principle of white supremacy.
Wilbur J. Cash described this confrontation.
When our common white, our Populist. . . had come to this: The eyes of
his old captains were ominous and accusing upon him. From hustings and
from pulpits thousands of voices proclaimed him traitor and nigger-loving
scoundrel; renegade to Southern Womanhood, the Confederate dead, and
the God of his Fathers; Champion of the transformation of the white race
into a mongrel breed.

The poor whites recoiled; they were reticent, but still restless. An
emerging leadership both responded to and exploited that unrest.
Their strategy was to disfranchise the black by constitutional provi
sions such as the poll tax and the literacy test which they enacted in
1890. They would further exclude blacks from political activity by
establishing the “lily white primaries” which they initiated in 1902.
When blacks no longer posed any threat to white supremacy, the
rednecks could then challenge the Bourbons on political and eco
nomic issues, which they did in 1903.
James Kimble Vardaman, the White Chief, the spokesman for the
redneck farmer, was elected governor in the first popular primary
held in Mississippi. He and his successors inaugurated their own
brand of Southern progressivism. Among Vardaman’s successors,
and initially among his political allies, was Theodore Gilmore Bilbo.
Both men, Vardaman and Bilbo, assailed corporate interests as the
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enemies of reform and secured regulatory legislation to restrain
their power. Additionally, they promoted and achieved significant
economic reform in the interest of small farmers and laborers.
However, the upturn in Mississippi agriculture resulted largely
from the temporary demand impact caused by World War I. And
the fundamental changes in buying habits of postwar America acti
vated a downward trend which plunged Mississippi farmers, in
common with the rest of the nation, into almost abyssmal depression
during the 1920s.
Cotton, still king in Mississippi, suffered humiliating assaults
against its prerogative; the lowly boll weevil drastically reduced the
yield just prior to and during the early twenties; but the appearance
of synthetic fibers stabilized prices. A flood in 1927 and a drought in
1930 only added to the farmer’s misery.
Moreover, the plundering of Mississippi’s Piney Woods had run
its course in the early twenties and the forty thousand workers
formerly employed in timber production glutted the labor market.
It is not difficult to see why Franklin D. Roosevelt would say, upon
taking office in 1933, that the nation’s number one economic prob
lem was the South.
As the depression deepened and revenues declined, the state
treasury was exhausted. Bilbo called the legislature into special
session for the purpose of issuing bonds to meet the state’s current
obligations. However, not enough legislators showed up to conduct
business. Bilbo issued another, more urgent, call. When the legisla
ture did convene and authorized a bond issue, the state could find no
purchaser for the bonds. Consequently, Mississippi operated on a
deficit of approximately $12,000,000.
In the gubernatorial election of 1931 a new brand of politician
appeared on the Mississippi scene. Martin Conner, a self-styled
businessman-politician, promised to operate state government on a
businesslike basis. This meant rigid economy and a balanced budget.
To achieve such ends, Conner reduced the number of government
employees and slashed government salaries and services and im
plemented a 2 percent sales tax, one of the first in the nation. When
Conner left office in 1936, the state treasury showed a cash balance in
excess of $3,000,000. Conner’s businessman’s approach to state
government culminated in the Balance Agriculture with Industry
program established in 1936. The BAWI became an official, gov-
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eminent policy of attracting industry into Mississippi through tax
exemptions and low rental factories paid for by local bond issues.
The modest success of this program coupled with economic re
covery commensurate with World War II lifted Mississippi out of the
doldrums of poverty, although Mississippi still ranks fiftieth in per
capita income.
Economic benefits notwithstanding, postwar conditions dis
quieted the issue of race in Mississippi politics. From 1931 to 1955 no
governor in Mississippi owed his election exclusively to his stand on
race. However, as Mississippi Negroes increasingly demanded the
full political, social, and economic benefits of citizenship, a corre
sponding resistance among whites reactivated politicians who were
willing and able to parley that resistance into political power and
public office.
Much of Mississippi’s political leadership during the 1950s and
1960s, like their counterparts in the 1850s and 1860s, exploited the
negative instincts so deeply imbedded in all of us, played upon our
fears, frustrations, and anxieties. The results were disastrous: assas
sination by ritual—Emmit Till, Medgar Evers, Michael Schwerner,
Vernon Dahmer.
Once again Mississippi politicians were measured not just by com
petence, but also by eloquence; not only by ability, but also by loyalty;
not by direction for the future, but by devotion to the past; not by
theories of government, but theories of history. History is not what
happened, but what people believe happened. History maybe made
by the sword; it is written with a pen. None of us really doubts which
is the mightier. In 1875 a Mississippi poetess addressed the state
convention of the Democratic press association.
What is that word whose sweetness brings
Memories fraught with better things?

Tis sacred; list! I breathe it low
Our cherished South in the “Long Ago”
Our beautiful, beautiful South.
Say ye! Who on the watch-tower stand,
See ye no help for our stricken land—

To you we look in this trying hour
To you, who wield the Press’ power
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Let each be brave—true to his past—
The pen must win what the sword has lost
For our beautiful, beautiful South.

Let me now read an extract from an article written by Dunbar
Rowland who was for many years the Director of the Mississippi
Department of Archives and History. This article appeared in the
official publication of the Mississippi Historical Society. I pproximates what most Mississippians believe about their past.
. . . From 1817 to 1861 Mississippi was . . . aland of brave men, fair women
and eloquent statesmen. ...
Nothing in nature is more beautiful than were the cotton fields of the state
during the picking season. . . .
As the work proceeds the peculiar melody . . . bursts forth, and there is
actual joy in the sound. Men and women who sing while they toil are happy.
The black toilers were happy in their work. . . . The Southern slave was
joyous and mirth-loving. . . .
. . . the Mississippi planter was magnificent and great in everything, great
in his strength and great in his weakness. . . . He looked upon every true
woman of his acquaintance as a God-sent ministering angel, and no one was
allowed in his presence to even intimate that a woman was not everything
that was true, pure and lovely. He was the ablest expounder of a constitu
tional democracy, and yet he belonged to an aristocracy the most exclusive
that America has ever seen. . . . He associated labor and slavery together,
hence he looked upon physical toil as a degradation and beneath
the . . . dignity of a gentleman. ... It is impossible to picture in words the
wife Mother of a Mississippi plantation home . . . the grandest, noblest and
best type of woman that ever brought joy and happiness to the world. . . .
Descended from a long line of distinguished ancestry, she was truly noble,
pure and beautiful. . . . The most heroic struggle that was ever waged
liberty loving people [Civil War] was sustained and strengthened by the
undying devotion of Southern wives, mothers, and sisters. . . . Did she ever
falter or despair? When strong men filled heroes’ graves she gave with
breaking heart and streaming eyes the manly young son. . . . Of
the
characters of history . . . the Southern women should be enshrined in
fame’s proudest niche. . . .
The grand and noble men and women of the “Old South” are rapidly
passing away. Their memories, deeds and virtues must be preserved by their
sons and daughters. They must be preserved on the living pages of his
tory ... in story, poetry, song, in sculptured marble ... so that they will
endure forever and forever.

Can you not, now, understand what Faulkner meant when he
wrote, the past is not history, it is not even past. Let me read from
Faulkner’ Intruder in the Dust.
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It’s all now you see. Yesterday won’t be over until tomorrow and tomorrow
began ten thousand years ago. For every Southern boy fourteen years old,
not once but whenever he wants there is the instant when it’s still not yet
o’clock on the July afternoon in 1863, the brigades are in position
behind the rail fence, the guns are laid and ready in the woods and the
furled flags are already loosened to break out and Pickett himself with his
long oiled ringlets and his hat in one hand probably and his sword in the
other looking up the hill waiting for Longstreet to give the word and it’s all in
the balance, it hasn’t happened yet, it hasn’t even begun yet, it not only
hasn’t begun yet but there is still time for it not to begin against the position
and those circumstances which made more men than Garnett and Kemper
and Armstead and Wilcox look grave yet it’s going to begin, we all know that,
we have come too far with too much at stake and that moment doesn’t even
need a fourteen-year-old boy to think This time. Maybe this time with all this
much to lose and all this much to gain: Pennsylvania, Maryland, the world,
the golden dome of Washington itself to crown with desperate and unbe
lievable victory the desperate gamble.

If you would understand Mississippi, realize that we are haunted
by a past that will not die. The past will not die, because it is not past.
Remember, that we dreamed of empire, and when those dreams
were laid waste on the fields of Antietam and Vicksburg and Gettys
burg, we fantasized.
But do not pity us. For like the land we live on, the woods we hunt
in, and the streams we sit by, we are not unduly troubled by it all. We
have this thing about being Mississippians. We accept, even if we do
not understand, the purity of heart to will one thing; the duality of
kindness and cruelty attendant to a single act; the plurality of forces
at work in one man’s nature. We are obsessed with our very being,
but not baffled by it. We are, without reason, an incredibly happy
people. We are, perhaps without the right, an incurably optimistic
people. We have learned to live with questions unanswered, much
more so, we have learned not even to ask the questions.
We believe that we will not merely endure, we believe that we will
prevail.
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by Elizabeth Kerr

When William Faulkner discovered in Sartoris that, as he said to
Jean Stein, his “own little postage stamp of native soil was worth
writing about,” he began the imaginative process of creating a cos
mos of his own.1 Both the imaginative process and the intellectual
concepts reflected in the themes dramatized by the characters are
illuminated by an examination of the Yoknapatawpha narratives, in
the order in which they were written. Faulkner seemed to be select
ing his material from a larger whole which existed only in his mind
and which grew as his own experience provided ideas for narrative
events and new characters. A process of organic growth in the realm
seems to have occurred in the mind of its creator as well as in his
fiction, which undoubtedly did not exhaust the inherent pos
sibilities. From the beginning Faulkner was concerned with building
for his readers a cumulative concept of Yoknapatawpha by means of
his repetition of information about recurrent characters, his use of
recurrent incidents and scenes, his maps of Yoknapatawpha, and his
allusions to people and events drawn from the “common fund of
shared experience and anecdote” of Yoknapatawpha such as he had
known in Oxford.2 These devices all serve to relate the parts to the
whole which existed only in the mind of its creator and which he
himself was discovering as he wrote.
In the most richly productive period in Faulkner’s writing, from
1927 to 1929, he laid the foundation for most of the Yoknapatawpha
chronicles. Although only the Snopes trilogy was based on a precon
ceived idea, stated in Sartoris (Appendix B) and developed over a
long period, in 1931, when Sanctuary was published, the SartorisBenbow and the Compson stories had reached their conclusions in
action in the twentieth century, the town of Jefferson, Oxford and
the University, and the hamlet of Frenchman’s Bend were on the
map and much of the legend of the county had been established.
1 Jean Stein, “
Faulkner,” Writers at Work,
Cowely, ed. (New York:
The Viking Press, 1959), p. 141.
2Joseph Blotner,Faulkner: A Biography (New York: Random House, 1974), p. 537.
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Although Sartoris is inferior to the works which immediately fol
lowed it, to a remarkable degree it contained potentialities which
Faulkner spent the rest of his life in realizing.
Aspects of Faulkner’s family history and of his own experience
initiate the Yoknapatawpha cycle. The ghost of Colonel John Sar
toris, a character based on some aspects of the life and character of
Faulkner’s great-grandfather, Colonel William Clark Falkner, pre
sides over Sartoris. Encapsulated in the Sartoris story is that of Flem
Snopes and his tribe of relatives—not descendants—as told in The
Hamlet (1940) andTe Town (1957). Before the end of 1926 Faulkner
was working on manuscripts about Snopeses and Sartorises, putting
aside the former, “Father Abraham,” to complete Flags in the Dust.3
This first Yoknapatawpha novel, of which Sartoris is a shorter ver
sion, was completed in September, 1927. The reduction in length,
required by the publisher, was done by Ben Wasson, who later
became Faulkner’s literary agent.
InF ags in the Dust, Faulkner had conceived of his fictional county
as basically similar to Lafayette County and Oxford. The name
Jefferson for the county seat first appeared in an unpublished novel,
“Elmer. 4 InFlags in the Dust (pp. 86,87), the county is named for the
actual river south of Oxford, Yocona; Faulkner later changed the
name to the Indian original, Yoknapatawpha, meaning “water
slowly through flat land.” Jefferson remains substantially as de
scribed in Sartoris: the long hill up from the depot, the Square with
the courthouse in the center, surrounded on four sides by banks and
business establishments, and on the south side dignified by the
monument of the Confederate soldier; just off the Square are the jail
and the cotton gin. Jefferson is remarkably like Oxford, except that
in Jefferson the cemetery overlooks the railroad, toward which the
effigy of Colonel John Sartoris proudly gazes; in Ripley, the effigy of
Colonel William Falkner points at his railroad. In Sartoris, the ham
let, Frenchman’s Bend, is merely named as the source of the
Snopeses. InFlags in the Dust, Byron Snopes, absconding with bank
funds, fled through Frenchman’s Bend, past Varner’s store, a
blacksmith-shop-garage, and Mrs. Littlejohn’s boarding house
(p. 257). Four miles north of Jefferson is the Sartoris plantation; to
3 Blotter, pp. 526-527, 531.
4James B. Meriwether, The Literary Career of William Faulkner:
Study (Princeton, N. J.: Princeton University Library, 1961), p. 13.
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the northeast of Jefferson lies the MacCallum farm. Oxford and the
university are forty miles away, outside the county.
The Sartorises are aristocrats; Miss Jenny and Colonel John, long
dead in Sartoris, came to Mississippi from Carolina. In Sartoris, only
Miss Jenny, old Bayard, Colonel John’s son, and young Bayard, old
Bayard’s grandson, are still living. The Sartoris men are legendary
for their deeds of daring and for their violent and untimely deaths.
Aunt Jenny, the sharp-tongued deflater of Sartoris vainglory, will
oudive them all. The exploits of Colonel John, as recalled by old man
Falls and old Bayard, are part of the legend of Yoknapatawpha. (In
The Unvanquished (1938), this same Bayard will recount these ex
ploits, which he witnessed as a boy.) Young Bayard, an aviator of the
Lost Generation to which William Faulkner also belonged, was
driven by suicidal despair, over his twin brother’s death in air com
bat, to deeds of reckless violence which resulted in his grandfather’s
death and finally his own death.
Narcissa Benbow, of another leading family, married young
Bayard. Her brother Horace, romantic aesthete, originally had a
role rivalling that of young Bayard, until Ben Wasson greatly re
duced the subjective development of Horace, particularly his feeling
toward Narcissa and Belle Mitchell and Belle’s sister Joan, non
existent in Sartoris. Also curtailed is the role of the third young man,
Byron Snopes, writer of obscene anonymous letters to Narcissa. In
Flags in the Dust Byron is fully and subjectively portrayed as a study in
sexual obsession; no other more-or-less-normal Snopes was capable
of such passion. Byron’s robbery of the bank where he was book
keeper becomes part of the Yoknapatawpha legend. His letters to
Narcissa figure again in “There Was a Queen” to expose the charac
ter of Narcissa and thus literally to shock Aunt Jenny to death.
Permanent denizens of Yoknapatawpha include Doc Peabody,
friend of the Sartorises; the MacCallums, yeoman farmers and
friends of young Bayard; and V. K. Suratt, later named Ratliff, who
pulled himself up from tenant-farmer poverty to middle-class
status.
In Sartoris, Yoknapatawpha is a Waste Land: its young men have
no future and its old men have no present, only a past. The Sartoris
tradition of pride and violence dooms its men and thwarts its
women: Aunt Jenny cherishes the life her men destroy. The theme
of the cursed or doomed family will recur among Yoknapatawphans
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who choose to dwell in the past. The essential subject which Faulkner
dramatized in Sartoris, the community as represented by a promi
nent family, was continued in a series of studies of old families which
had lost leadership and vitality. The negative implies the positive.
Young Bayard’s self-destructive flight from guilt and the judgment
of the MacCallums and the community, Horace’s flight from his
sister and his past and a community in which he played no real part,
and Byron’s flight from the law suggest what the Lost Generation
must do to find themselves, how the Waste Land may become again
the Good Earth, and how the time may be redeemed: “Give, sym
pathize, control.” The Waste Land was not the final vision of either
T. S. Eliot or William Faulkner.
Young Bayard was killed in the summer of 1920; Sanctuary con
tinues the story of Horace and Narcissa in the spring of 1929. The
settings of Sartoris recur: the Sartoris plantation, the Benbow house,
the University of Mississippi at Oxford. In Jefferson, the jail and the
courthouse are major settings, anticipating their symbolic signi
ficance in Requiem for a Nun and revealing Faulkner’s growing
concern with the moral issues of man’s sinfulness and society’s
hypocritical attempt to use the law to punish any threats to the caste
and class system. For the first time in a published work, the French
man Bend area, southeast of Jefferson, is a scene of action. The
novel begins at the Old Frenchman’s place, a ruined mansion which
is the hangout for Lee Goodwin and Popeye. Real places in and out
of the county tie the fiction into reality: Taylor and Starkville, how
ever, are mentioned here for the first and last time. Memphis be
comes a significant setting in the constellation of points connected by
the activities of Horace Benbow: the old Frenchman’s place, Sar
toris, Jefferson, Oxford, and Memphis.
The two most appalling characters in Sanctuary, Temple and
Popeye, apparently were based upon a story Faulkner heard in
Memphis, in 1926, about a girl from Cobbtown and the gangster,
“Popeye” Pumphrey.5 Sanctuary begins with the confrontation of
Horace and Popeye at the spring on the old Frenchman’s place.
Thus Horace links the lawless world at the old Frenchman’s with the
ordered world at Sartoris, his destination, and with the “disorderly
house” of Miss Reba in Memphis, where his quixotic mission took
5Blotner, pp.492-493.
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him. A new character, Gowan Stevens, paid court to Narcissa and
dated Temple at the university. Gowan’s role in Sanctuary ceased
when he abandoned Temple at the old Frenchman’s, but he reap
pears in later novels and serves the inglorious forerunner of his
older relative, Gavin Stevens. Created in “Smoke” in 1930, before
Sanctuary was published, Gavin eventually succeeded Horace as Jef
ferson’s romantic, quixotic lawyer and as the patron of Montgomery
Ward Snopes, briefly dealt with in Sartoris. In his revision of the
unpublished galleys of Sanctuary, Faulkner continued the diminishment of Horace’s role, begun by Ben Wasson’s cutting of Flags in
the Dust, and also excised material on the Sartoris past. Faulkner
seemed already to be losing interest in his romantic aristocrats.
New Snopeses in Sanctuary are Virgil, who roomed at Miss Reba’s
“boarding house,” and Clarence, who preferred cheaper accommo
dations. As a state senator, Clarence had contacts and led Horace to
Temple. Lee Goodwin and Ruby and Popeye were aliens in Jeffer
son. Eustace Graham, a hometown boy in Sartoris, as Jefferson Dis
trict Attorney conspired with respectable society in the person of
Narcissa and possibly of Judge Drake to protect the guilty Popeye
and condemn the innocent Lee Goodwin. Miss Reba, the madam,
and Minnie, her maid, among the most durable characters in the
chronicles, will remain in the whorehouse on the fringe of Yoknapatawpha until the end. Although much of the violent action in
Sanctuary is initiated by outsiders, they are present in Yoknapatawpha through the patronage of the respectable but lawbreaking na
tives, whose desires take them both to the old Frenchman’s and to
Miss Reba’s: Gowan Stevens, the Virginia gentleman, and Clarence,
the Snopes, are brothers under the skin.
The old Frenchman’s place, the first scene, is the very image of the
Waste Land, with its legend of treasure buried in its barren acres.
The last scene, of Temple and her father in Paris, takes place “in the
season of rain and death.” Nothing grows or thrives where men like
Popeye are in control: Ruby’s moribund infant is pathetic evidence
that even mother love is there defeated. The title is ironic: there is no
safe refuge, there is no sacred place. Temple is the agent of her own
violation because she did not wish to flee from evil. The integrating
theme beneath the dichotomy between nature and fertility and
perversion and sterility is the evasion of responsibility for one’s
actions and the willingness to let others pay for one’s own misdeeds.
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Traditional ideals, betrayed, with the collusion of judge and attor
ney, by those who proclaimed them, served to conceal sordid reality
and gross injustice. Temple and Narcissa, self-centered and narcis
sistic, saved their public images at the cost of Lee Goodwin’s life. The
tableau of Temple leaving the courtroom, surrounded by her father
and four brothers, represents Southern Womanhood defended by
Southern Law and Chivalry. Gowan fled responsibility for Temple
as young Bayard fled responsibility for his grandfather’s death.
Horace, the one character concerned for truth and justice, at the age
of forty-three was initiated into evil and discovered the nature of
reality, the ugly truth beneath the fair surface. The evil he discov
ered was partly in himself, the true nature of his feeling for Little
Belle. None of the characters are innocent; at best they are ignorant
or self-deceived. The “respectable” men are impotent; the virile
ones, Lee Goodwin and Red, Temple’s lover, are murdered.
The Waste Land vision in Sanctuary probably was influenced by
Frazer’s The Golden Bough, as well as by T. S. Eliot. Sanctuary is an
ironic inversion of the mythic and romantic pattern of Innocence
assailed by Evil and rescued by Chivalric Valor. The mythic dimen
sions which Faulkner’s Yoknapatawpha Waste Land fully achieved
in Sanctuary were heightened and sharpened by the revisions of the
galleys; horrific details that originated in naturalistic fact acquire
significance and multi-leveled meaning, transmuting the local and
temporal to the universal. The arena of the drama in Sanctuary is no
longer the private worlds of the Sartorises and the Compsons but the
public world which the characters have chosen irresponsibly to enter
without counting the cost or being willing to pay it.
The process of creation of a town and a county with a history and a
shared legend which was apparent in Sartoris and Sanctuary
interrupted by Faulkner’s exploration of the private worlds of the
Compsons and the Sutpens, the Bundrens, and alien social outcasts.
Before the publication of Sanctuary, Faulkner had written The Sound
and the Fury about the Compsons and As I Lay Dying about the
Bundrens. Light in August, the novel which followed Sanctuary, in
troduced Yoknapatawpha characters only in minor roles, the major
figures being alien to the county and never socially assimilated into
it. After abortive beginnings, as early as 1926, of what became the
story of Thomas Sutpen, the story of the Sutpens in Absalom, Ab
salom! was finally absorbed into the private world of the Compsons,

Published by eGrove, 1976

35

Studies in English, Vol. 14 [1976], Art. 13

Elizabeth Kerr

29

especially Quentin, but not into the public world of Yoknapatawpha.
To trace the imaginative creation of Yoknapatawpha it is necessary,
therefore, to deal with these four novels in a kind of digression: the
stories and major characters presented in them were tardily, if at all,
integrated into the legend of Yoknapatawpha through the con
sciousness of inhabitants of the county. The reader must effect the
integration of the factual information which follows with that in the
other chronicles of Yoknapatawpha.
The Sound and the Fury was written in the spring and early summer
of 1928, when Flags in the Dust was still unpublished. The apparent
failure of this first chronicle of Yoknapatawpha impelled Faulkner
to write The Sound and the Fury to please himself, with no concern for
possible publication.6 The novel originated in the image of a litde
girl in a pear tree, the beginning of a short story, “Twilight,” which
Faulkner began to write on “April 7, 1928.”7 Elements in this story
which expanded into The Sound and the Fury had been present in
published and unpublished fiction before Faulkner began the crea
tion of Yoknapatawpha,8 and the death of the grandmother and the
ages of the three Compson brothers resemble the death of Mrs.
Falkner’s mother, also called Damuddy in the novel, and the ages
of the four Falkner brothers, who had no sister.9 The Compson
children, except Benjy, were present in a short story in 1927, which
in its initial published version was called “That Evening Sun Go
Down,” and in “A Justice.”10
In The Sound and the Fury Faulkner initiated the practice he fol
lowed in most of the Yoknapatawpha novels, except Snopes, of hav
ing the present action take place at about the time of composition.
The “present” in The Sound and the Fury is the Easter weekend of
1928; Quentin’s section, II, took place June 2, 1910. The Compson
family history, before and after The Sound and the Fury, which Faulk
ner wrote as the Appendix for The Portable Faulkner (1946), is a
further demonstration of Faulkner’s creative imagination.
6 Blotner, p. 570. Blotner’s account of Faulkner
’s motives is based on an unpub

lished preface Faulkner wrote for an edition of The Sound
the Fury which did not
materialize.
7 Blotner, pp. 568-569.
8 Blotner cites “The Kingdom of God,” “The Kid Learns,” and “Mayday” (pp. 414,
427, 511).
9Blotner, pp. 566-567.
10Blotner, pp.
566.
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Although the Compson Domain lies in the heart of Jefferson and
the settings in The Sound and the Fury include the cemetery and the
Square, living Sartorises and Compsons seem unaware of each other
and of their respective residences and graves. The Negro area and
church in IV do not appear again. Jason’s pursuits of Miss Quentin
introduce scenes in both the town and the countryside and cover his
frantic trip to Mottson, a new town outside the county. Except for
Quentin’s memory of Colonel Sartoris as a friend of General Comp
son, Sartorises are non-existent in the Compson story. The main
characters are the Compson family and their servants, Dilsey and the
rest of the Gibsons. Minor recurrent characters include Doc Pea
body, I. O. Snopes, complete with initials, and Deacon Rogers,
proprietor of a restaurant. Considering the sensational events in the
Compson history, which would certainly be known to the commu
nity, one is amazed that such knowledge is first introduced, in
summary form in a 1943 context, in The Mansion, when Jason IV
attempted to outsmart Flem Snopes (p. 322).
Despite the strange absence in The Sound and the Fury of objective
links with Sartoris that, in light of Faulkner’s later practice, one might
expect, recurrent themes provide relationships with both Sartoris
and Sanctuary and are intrinsic to the conceptual basis of Faulkner’s
imaginary domain. Sartorises and Benbows and Compsons live in a
moral and emotional Waste Land in which love, especially mother
love, is lacking but sibling love may be abnormally strong. Family
tradition and pride breed fatalism through obsession with the past
and belief in a doom or curse which denies a future. Aunt Jenny
powerless to counteract the Sartoris tradition, and the Compsons
had not even an Aunt Jenny. Chastity and ignorance Mrs. Compson
equated with virtue, and to the Compsons and Narcissa, respectabil
ity is a substitute for ethical values and human feelings. Stasis and
death, bred of chastity and abstract ideals, imply the absence of the
polar extreme of motion and life, bred of sexuality and love. The
ironic Christ figure foreshadowed in the idiot in “The Kingdom of
God”11 becomes explicit in Benjy, thirty-three years old, and the
Easter theme. The title passage from Macbeth applied originally to
Benjy’s bellowing, but the whole speech applies also to the rest of the
Compsons except Caddy.
11Blotner, p. 567.
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But what had been merely implied in Sartoris, the virtues needed
to redeem the Waste Land, dramatically portrayed in Dilsey and
the Easter sermon. But Dilsey’s humility, unselfishness, love, and
religious faith prove inadequate to save the Compsons from the sins
and weaknesses in which lie their curse and their doom.
Written after Sanctuary and immediately after the publication of
The Sound and the Fury, As I Lay Dying is a tour deforce, written in a spurt
of creative energy, and an anomaly, in that Frenchman’s Bend is
fully realized and continues as a major setting, developing from
glimpses in Flags in the Dust and scenes in Sanctuary, but the Bundrens drop completely out of sight after As I Lay Dying and only the
minor characters reappear in the Yoknapatawpha chronicles. This
anomaly is partially explained by the fact that the Bundrens had not
appeared in the manuscript, “Father Abraham,” from which the
setting and some of the characters were derived; however, an un
published story, “Adolescence,” dealt with the Bunden family, with
some parallels between the Bunden and the Bundren children.12 To
earlier accounts of Frenchman’s Bend are added the Bundren and
the Tull houses, the bridge across the Yoknapatawpha River, and
Samson’s bridge. Mottson of The Sound and the Fury is now spelled
Mottstown, and the routes from Frenchman’s Bend to Mottstown
and from Mottstown to Jefferson are traveled by the Bundrens on
their way to the cemetery in Jefferson. Christian’s drugstore is estab
lished as a scene of action for later narratives. Again, the action takes
place about the time of the writing. Recurrent Frenchman’s Bend
characters include Will and Jody Varner, Tull (changed from Tur
pin, in “Father Abraham” and Flags in the Dust), Armstid, Mr.
Littlejohn (Mrs. Littlejohn appears in The Hamlet), Houston, Eustace
Grimm, Samson,
K. Suratt, Reverend Whitfield, and Flem
Snopes and an unspecified Snopes relative.
The familiar pattern of quest romance is used for the perilous
journey of the Bundrens which, with ironic inversion, celebrates
death, not life. As in Sanctuary mythic parallels take on ironic mean
ing. The Bundren family resembles the Compsons in many ways:
the ineffective father, the mother who loves only one child, the one
sister with four, not three, brothers.13 The polarity of deeds and
12Blotner, pp. 635, 333-334.
13 These and other parallels are examined by Carvel Collins: “The Pairing of The
Sound and the Fury and As I Lay Dying” Princeton University Library Chronicle, XVIII
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words most explicitly stated by Addie in As I Lay Dying provides a less
obvious thematic principle in other Yoknapatawpha chronicles.14
Thé Waste Land is again suggested by the sacrifice of the living for
the dead, by the flood which destroys rather than regenerates,
reminiscent of the season of rain and death” at the end of Sanctuary,
and by Dewey Dell’s abortion as her secret motivating goal.15
As I Lay Dying is unique in oknapatawpha fiction in the discarding
of an entire brilliantly characterized family and the retention of most
of the other Frenchman’s Bend characters in later short stories and
in The Hamlet. In revising “Spotted Horses” for inclusion in The
Hamlet, Faulkner deliberately omitted a reference by Suratt to Mrs.
Bundren. The single remaining reference to any of the Bundrens is
that by the boy narrator of “Uncle Willy” (1935). When Uncle Willy
was being taken away to be cured of drug addition, the narrator was
reminded of Darl Bundren “handcuffed to a fat sheriff” but not “too
crazy to know” that the train was taking him to the asylum at Jackson.
In the evolution of Yoknapatawpha, As I Lay Dying is a curious
sport,” an excellent work, fully integrated with the chronicles in
setting and minor characters, in narrative patterns and themes, and
recounting a macabre pilgrimage which was a nine days’ wonder but
which vanished from the memory of all Yoknapatawpha thereafter
except the boy in “Uncle Willy.”
Light in August, the Yoknapatawpha novel which followed As I Lay
Dying in composition and Sanctuary in publication, has two traceable
origins, neither of which is related to the story of Joe Christmas, the
tragic hero. The initial image of a pregnant girl on a country road, a
girl named Lena Grove,16 recalls Dewey Dell Bundren of As I Lay
Dying and her opposite quest, to get rid of the child and forget its
father. The first title, “Dark House,” written at the top of a page on
August 17, 1931, was soon changed to Light in August, in response to
(Spring, 1957), 114-123. Faulkner’s comment on the pairing, the Modern Library
one-volume edition of the two novels, was that together they made “a proper-sized
book” that could be sold for “the regulation price”: Faulkner the University, Fred
erick L. Gwynn and Joseph L. Blotner, eds. (Charlottesville: University of Virginia
Press, 1959), p. 109.
14 This principle is dealt with by Floyd Watkins in The Flesh
the Word: Eliot,
Hemingway, Faulkner
Vanderbilt University Press, 1971).
15 The Waste Land parallel is obvious, the discussion of Lil’s abortion, “II, Game of
Chess.”
16 Blotner, p. 703.
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a comment by Mrs. Faulkner about the season.17 “Dark House”
could refer to either Hightower’s house or Joanna Burden’s. The
former seems the more likely to have been in Faulkner’s mind, in
view of the fact that an unpublished short story, “Rose of Lebanon,”
written before November, 1930, deals with Gavin Blount, who re
sembles Hightower in his dwelling on the past and being obsessed
with Van Dorn’s raid.18 The time of action in Light in August is
August, 1932, less than two months before it was published, October
6, 1932.
The journey of Lena through Frenchman’s Bend and her en
counter with the Armstids provide a slight tie with As I Lay Dying:
Armstid’s house is added to Varner’s store. In Jefferson,
Bur
den’s house is added to the familiarjail, courthouse, depot, and Mrs.
Beard’s; Hightower’s house and the sawmill figure only in Light in
August. Joe’s wanderings are the occasion for the most detailed
account of the white and the Negro residential sections. In
Mottstown, the town square is added to the depot area of The Sound
and the Fury and Moseley’s drugstore, of As I Lay Dying.
Recurrent characters have only minor roles: Armstids, Varners,
and Winterbottom of Frenchman’s Bend; Joanna Burden, Maxey,
Buck Conner, Mrs. Beard, and Captain McLendon of Jefferson.
The Grimm family now includes Percy, and Gavin Stevens makes his
first appearance in a novel. Of these characters, only Percy Grimm
shares in the dominant patterns of action or of situations: flight and
pursuit, quest, initiation, and confrontation involve primarily only
those who appear but once in Yoknapatawpha and then are forgot
ten: Lena Grove and Lucas Burch, Byron Bunch and Hightower,
Doc and Mrs. Hines, Mr. and Mrs. McEachern, and, of course, Joe
Christmas.19
The stories of all of the major characters in the tragic plot continue
the themes which had concerned Faulkner from the beginning: the
Waste Land sterility or promiscuity resulting from family or social
pressure becomes even more clearly a consequence of lack of favor



17Blotner, 702. Faulkner explained the special quality of light to which the title
referred: Faulkner in the University,
199.
18Blotner,
671.
19 The story of Joe and Joanna Burden presents the same patterns of confrontation
and of flight and pursuit, the latter an aspect of Joanna’s nymphomaniac
games
(Light in August, pp. 244-245).

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/ms_studies_eng/vol14/iss1/13


40

Editors: Vol. 14 (1976): Full issue

34

Evolution of Yoknapatawpha

able family life and mother love, further complicated in the lives of
Joanna Burden, Gail Hightower, and Joe Christmas by psychologi
cal crippling in childhood and obsession with the past. The repres
sion of healthy sexuality is the result of Calvinistic puritanism. Irre
sponsibility versus responsibility is dramatized in the confrontations
between Hightower and Byron Bunch. The social pressure for con
formity to tradition and convention is now extended from the class
to the caste structure of society: not upper-class respectability, as in
Sanctuary, but white supremacy controls the legal system. Mythic
themes acquire greater emphasis: not the innocent Benjy but the
social scapegoat, Joe Christmas, is the ironic Christ-figure. Lena is
both pagan and Christian, the fertility goddess, Diana of the Wood
at Nemi, and the Virgin Mary. New directions or new dimensions
begin to appear in Faulkner’s exploration of the human significance
of his mythic domain.
But, strangely enough, Faulkner did not incorporate this power
ful tragicomedy of Yoknapatawpha in the foundation upon which
he built later works. Only minor characters recur, and none re
member the events which ended with the killing of Joe Christmas.
Faulkner’s prediction concerning the effect of Joe’s death remains
unconfirmed: upon the “black blast” ofJoe’s blood “the man seemed
to rise soaring into their memories forever and ever” (p. 440). Even
Gavin Stevens never alludes to the death of Joe and his own in
volvement, in arranging to have Joe’s body shipped to Mrs. Hines.
The story of Joanna Burden linked with the Sartoris history by the
episode of Colonel John’s shooting of two carpetbaggers, told in
Sartoris and to be retold in “Skirmish at Sartoris” in The Unvan
quished: the carpetbaggers were her grandfather and her brother.
Chick Mallison refers to “Miss Joanna Burden’s mailbox” in a para
graph about Captain McLendon and some terrible deed of his in
which McLendon failed to act humanely in a humanitarian crisis
(The Mansion, pp.
187). Captain McLendon was deliberately
created as a recurrent character, it seems, for the episode to which
Chick obliquely alludes is “Dry September,” published in 1931 with
“Plunkett” as the leader of the lynchers; in the version in Collected
Stories (1950), the name is changed to John McLendon; in Light in
August, The
and The Mansion he is Captain McLendon,Jackson
instead ofJohn in the last two. But despite the strange oblivion which
rests upon the most striking characters of Light in August in the
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memory of the townspeople, Faulkner was becoming more con
cerned with continuity and cumulative effect than he had been with
the Compsons and the Bundrens.
In Light in August, Faulkner anticipated the direction in which he
would move in the further evolution of Yoknapatawpha: the com
mon man was raised to the role of hero, tragic or comic; the caste
system has become a central subject, with the Negro as a victim and
scapegoat and the white people suffering deterioration due to their
obsession with the past and to the religion which assured them of
their own righteousness. But Faulkner had not yet turned his atten
tion to the fundamental effects of the caste system within Yoknapa
tawpha and its families.
Those effects were basic to the story of Thomas Sutpen inAbsalom,
Absalom! as soon as Faulkner hit upon the happy expedient of
combining the Sutpens with the Compsons in developing a story
which had been in his mind for years. The boy-at-the-door confron
tation which was the genesis of Sutpen’s Grand Design Faulkner had
used in the unpublished story, “The Big Shot,” about Dal Martin and
an earlier version of Popeye.20 More nearly parallel with the Sutpen
story was “Evangeline,” an unpublished story which went back to
antebellum times and became a tragedy of miscegenation and of the
separation of lovers which the title suggests.21 After writing the short
story, “Wash,” early in 1934, Faulkner combined that with material
from “Evangeline” and began again to tell the Sutpen story, with the
tide A Dark House.22 Finally, in February, 1934, using Quentin
Compson a narrator, Faulkner conceived the plan for what he was
writing in August as Absalom, Absalom!23 In a letter to Hal Smith
Faulkner explained why he used Quentin Compson but not why
there are no echoes of The Sound and the Fury: Quentin Compson, of
the Sound & Fury, tells it, or ties it together; he is the protagonist so
that it not complete apocrypha. I used him because it is just before
he is to commit suicide because of his sister, and I used his bitterness
which he has projected on the South in the form of hatred of it and
20Blotner, pp. 493-494.
21 Blotner, p. 828. The story of the Sutpen family, with the names chiefly those used
in the novel, is told by Negroes to a young writer.
22 Blotner, p. 828. The twilight mood and dark houses had recurred, as indicated
above, in early stages and titles of The Sound
the Fury and Light August.
23 Blotner, pp. 828-830.
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its people to get more out of the story itself than a historical novel
would be.”24
When Absalom, Absalom! was published, in 1936, it contained
Faulkner’s own map of the mythical county of which he was “Sole
Owner and Proprietor,” with all the places identified which had
figured in the Yoknapatawpha novels so far published. (Places in
novels published between 1936 and 1946 were added in the map
Faulkner provided for The Portable Faulkner,) It is clear from the map
that Sutpen’s Hundred and
Coldfield’s house are the chief
additions. The story of the Sutpens in Yoknapatawpha covers from
1833 to 1910; the present action, the telling of the story and Quen
tin’s and Miss Rosa’s involvement in the final stages, occurs in Sep
tember, 1909, and January, 1910. The only characters who really
belong to the legend of Yoknapatawpha it is finally established,
chiefly inRequiemfor aNun, are General Compson, Colonel Thomas
Sutpen, his French architect, Uncle Buck McCaslin, Judge Benbow,
Alexander Holston, Ikkemotubbe, Colonel John Sartoris, and
Major de Spain. Quentin, Mr. Compson, and Shreve reappear from
The Sound and the Fury, but the other Compson children and Mrs.
Compson are not mentioned or thought of.
In Absalom, Absalom! Faulkner continued, as a chapter in history,
the themes connected with the rise and fall of the plantation system
and the slavery and miscegenation it entailed, but he dealt with those
themes more directly and evocatively than in the Sartoris and Comp
son stories, where only the aftermath was involved. The story of
Sutpen represented the cycle from wilderness to Waste Land:
exploitation of the land and the slaves, devastation by war, decline of
the family and loss of manpower, barrenness of the unfilled land.
The Grand Design which was conceived, almost achieved, and then
totally destroyed in Sutpen’s lifetime subordinated human beings to
one man’s megalomaniac purpose: successive “boys” were turned
away from the door, rejected as the boy Sutpen had been, until
Sutpen’s rejection of Charles Bon destroyed the dynasty and his
rejection of Millie and his and her infant daughter destroyed Sut
pen. To prove his manhood and maintain his human dignity, Wash
cut down Sutpen with a scythe. As in The Sound and the Fury, the lack
of marital and paternal and maternal love forced the children to
seek incestuous and homosexual love among themselves.
24Blotner, p. 830.
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After various trials with other narrators, the multiple-narrator
method which Faulkner finally used served to develop, through
Quentin’s point of view, new themes which the methods of The Sound
and the Fury and As I Lay Dying had suggested: the search for truth,
the relativity of truth, and the inadequacy of facts to explain human
experience and history. The mythic parallels are derived from
Greek drama, the Old Testament, and the Renaissance: the doom of
the House of Atreus; the stories of David and Absalom, David and
Jonathan, and Absalom, Tamar, and Amnon; the Faust legend.
Absalom, Absalom! ended the first period of the Yoknapatawpha
chronicles and the stories of the first group of leading families but
gave little intimation of the new direction which later works would
reveal, other than the continuation of Faulkner’s concern with caste
society and its problems. Before he could pursue the subject of
miscegenation within a family and present the annals of Yok
napatawpha with full consciousness of the communal tradition and
shared knowledge, he needed a new family and a new kind of
character. Sutpens and Compsons were exhausted before Faulkner
began to tell their stories. Attempts to use them again proved that
they were unsuited to new purposes. Faulkner also needed narrators
or central consciousnesses with a lively sense of both past and pres
ent, unlike Quentin, to whom the past was more vivid, and with a
deep concern for the community plus a degree of personal detach
ment. The Unvanquished exhibits some awareness of these needs on
Faulkner’s part, but the return to the Sartoris family was a move in
the wrong direction for dealing with twentieth-century Yoknapa
tawpha. By the time he wrote Go Down, Moses, Faulkner had got rid
of Sartorises, Compsons, and Sutpens and could deal with the
themes of Absalom, Absalom! concerning miscegenation within the
family and the family patterns in society of his own time. Not until he
created the narrators in Snopes would he have characters who could
speak for the community and recount its legends.
The genesis of the Snopes trilogy, as Sartoris shows, was coeval
with the creation of Yoknapatawpha. The inspiration struck him,
Faulkner said, like a bolt of lightning,25 but the execution took over
thirty years. “Abraham’s Children,” an unpublished manuscript
which Faulkner put aside in late 1926 or early 1927,26 was the source
25Faulkner in the University, p. 90.
26Blotner, pp. 526-529, 531. As Blotner notes, when Faulkner put aside “Father
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of early Snopes material in some of the five published stories which
Faulkner revised and incorporated into The Hamlet. Only the salient,
essential aspects of the complex process of composition of The Ham
let can here be noted.
Late in 1938 Faulkner wrote to Robert Haas, at Random House,
about his projected Snopes trilogy and summarized the story of
Flem in the three volumes (Appendix
The Hamlet follows the
synopsis and completes the establishment of Frenchman’s Bend
which had appeared briefly and partially in Flags in the Dust, As I Lay
Dying, and Light in August. (The Frenchman was identified in “Hand
upon the Waters” as Louis Grenier.) By bringing together characters
from varied scenes in other works, The Hamlet contributes to the
building up of Yoknapatawpha society. Ab Snopes, a character in
the Sartoris story in The Unvanquished, brought Flem and the rest of
his family to Frenchman’s Bend in 1902; their arrival evoked Rat
liff’s memories of Colonel John Sartoris,
Rosa Millard, and
Bayard Sartoris, and Uncle Buck McCaslin, chiefly in relation to
events in The Unvanquished. The cast of characters in The Hamlet
includes most of the inhabitants of Frenchman’s Bend and the
surrounding area, except the Bundrens of As I Lay Dying.
The synopsis named Flem Snopes as the protagonist but gave no
hint of V. K. Ratliff, the antagonist throughout the trilogy. Ratliff
was not only Flem’s chief opponent in Flem’s conquest of French
man’s Bend but was also a narrator and commentator. As V.
Suratt, the sewing-machine salesman, he had appeared in Sartoris
and had been the narrator in “Spotted Horses,” possibly written
before that novel. He was first named V. K. Ratliff in “A Bear Hunt”
(1934). In The Hamlet, Ratliff narrated events in previously pub
lished stories, “Fool about a Horse” (1936) and “Barn Burning”
(1939). Faulkner had considered beginning The Hamlet with “Barn
Burning” and continuing the story of Sarty Snopes throughout the
trilogy (Appendix C). In “Barn Burning” Major de Spain, owner of
the barn, and his family become prominent citizens in Yoknapataw
pha, after brief mention of the Major in Absalom, Absalom!
The Waste Land vision is continued in the central themes in The
Hamlet, but with a new focus determined by the rural setting and
Abraham” to write the Sartoris story, “He had set up the two poles of the fictional
county which he now called Yocona” (p. 534).
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characters. The female world of love and natural fertility is ex
ploited by the male world of money and competitive striving.
Women and the land are exploited by the Varners, by Flem who
followed their example, and by other villagers, including Snopeses
imported by Flem. Flem an anti-hero, a kind of parody of the
industrious and virtuous Horatio Alger hero. The business deals of
Flem and others, often with a trickster-tricked twist, provide a basic
pattern of horse-trading, literal or figurative. Horses symbolize male
pride in possession and masculine power and destructiveness, con
trasted with female creativity and fostering of life, human or bovine.
As Flem consumes the village and usurps the Varner throne, the
theme of Snopesism versus the community emerges. Ratliff entered
the lists with Flem in the goat-deal, from the sidelines observed the
men letting themselves be victimized by Flem in the spotted horses
auction, and finally challenged Flem and was defeated by Flem,
when, corrupted by greed which blinded him to Flem’s trickery, he
searched for buried treasure on the old Frenchman’s place, violating
the earth by seeking in it sterile money, not fruitfulness.
Another kind of search involved in the story of Mink Snopes
who hunted down and killed Houston and was himself hunted and
captured by the law. Both man-hunts and barter are games, of sorts.
The game pattern becomes literal in the checker game between
Mink and Lump Snopes, Mink playing for life and Lump for money.
The consequence of male greed and spiritual impotence is a Waste
Land, misused by those who derive profit, without physical toil, from
the labor of those who till the soil. The law exists for the rich. Again
the themes of the miscarriage ofjustice and the violation of the spirit
of the law are dramatized by court scenes: the Tulls sued for dam
ages from the wild horses and Mink was tried for murder. Mink’s
sense of social injustice and personal humiliation, like Ab’s grievance
in “Barn Burning,” drove him to retaliation, but his revenge was
murder. The substitution of Mink Snopes for the bachelor, Ernest
Cotton, in the revision of “The Hound” is of vital significance in the
thematic pattern of The Hamlet and prepares for main action in The
Mansion.
The human symbol of the Waste Land is Eula Varner, sold to the
impotent Flem: though many men lusted for her, no man was
worthy of her and no man truly loved her. Respectability demanded
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that her child have a father and a name but not that Eula and the
child should have love. Except for the solitary Mrs. Littlejohn and
the domineering Mrs. Tull, all of the other women in the village
were losers in the battle of the sexes. When Flem drove off with Eula
and the baby, after seeing Henry Armstid insanely digging himself
into his grave, he left behind him the land itself, which could still be
restored if men would use it well.
The Hamlet represents a turning point in the evolution of Yokna
patawpha, not only in new themes but in tone and substance and
techniques. It the first Yoknapatawpha novel in which Faulkner is
fully revealed as a humorist. The social scene and the characters
have changed from Jefferson and plantations to a white rural com
munity of yeoman farmers, tenants, and sharecroppers: the plain
people have succeeded the aristocrats as leading characters. There is
no conflict between an aristocratic, humanistic tradition and crass
materialism because the humanist, Ratliff, is of poor-white origin,
differing from the villagers chiefly in being less greedy and more
honest, more humorous, and more compassionate. Ratliff has found
an acceptable way of life, lives it with zest, and usually prevails. He is
not only a plain-folks’ hero but, as teller of tales and interpreter, he is
the authentic voice of the common people of Yoknapatawpha.
The next novel, Go Down, Moses, is centered in another rural
community, the McCaslin plantation. By revisions for The Unvan
quished (1938) before the publication of The Hamlet, Faulkner pre
pared for the development of the McCaslin story. In a passage
added to “Retreat” for publication in The Unvanquished, Faulkner
gave an account of the enlightened views on slavery held by Uncle
Buck and Uncle Buddy McCaslin. (Uncle Buck, without his twin,
had appeared in Absalom, Absalom!.)
The McCaslin story was created for a specific purpose: Faulkner
needed the white and Negro descendants of a pioneer white ances
tor who could still be living in the 1940’s. Sartorises, Compsons, and
Sutpens would not serve, as Faulkner discovered when he tried to
hang upon these families the story that became the McCaslin saga.
The story-novel, Go Down, Moses, covers from 1859 to 1941, in
dramatic present action, in narrated past action, or in remembered
past experience, but only two generations of McCaslins are repre
sented, Uncle Buddy and Uncle Buck and Uncle Buck’s son, Isaac
McCaslin.
The geography of Yoknapatawpha is materially extended for the
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last time: of the three major settings in Go Down, Moses, only Jeffer
son, the least important, had previously been a well-defined part of
the county. The scenes of most of the action are the McCaslin
plantation, northeast ofJefferson, beyond the MacCallum farm, and
the wilderness northwest of Jefferson, along the Tallahatchie River,
which was the far boundary of Sutpen’s Hundred. In Go Down,
Moses, the wilderness, which had not been a major setting in a novel,
is both a natural environment and a physical, spiritual, and moral
force. The plantation also adds an essential feature to the microcosm
of Yoknapatawpha, a working plantation spanning the whole his
tory of the county and representing its original social and economic
foundations.
The only major characters in Go Down, Moses who are not new are
Uncle Buck and Uncle Buddy McCaslin, born before 1800. Ike
McCaslin did not appear in The Hamlet, having been removed as the
proprietor of the hardware store in the revision of “Fool about a
Horse”; he was mentioned as a cotton farmer. In “A Bear Hunt” he
was a minor character. As a consciousness he had not been created
before Go Down, Moses. The black descendants of old Carothers
McCaslin, the Beauchamps, are completely new. In a manuscript
version, the white Beauchamp family, to which Ike’s mother be
longed, was named Prim, not Beauchamp and their house was called
Primrose, not Warwick.27 When Isaac McCaslin, grandson of
Carothers McCaslin, was an old man, his Beauchamp kin, Carothers’
descendants through slaves, were in the seventh or eighth genera
tion. The family relationships constitute a main theme and provide
motivations for action. The themes of the destruction of the wilder
ness and the dying out of families involved Indians as well as whites
and Negroes.
Significant changes were made in short stories for inclusion in Go
Down, Moses. In a typescript version of “Was,” Bayard Sartoris,
narrator of The Unvanquished, was the narrator, the boy who accom
panied Uncle Buck; in Go Down, Moses, McCaslin (Cass) Edmonds,
the same age as Bayard, is the boy and Ike McCaslin remembers the
story as Cass told it.28 In the magazine stories, “The Old People,”
27Blotner, pp. 1050-1051. Faulkner’s agent had tried unsuccessfully to sell a
version of this story, with the title “Almost.”
28Blotner,
1074. The introductory section in “Was,” identifying Cass and Ike,
was added in the revision.
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“Lion,” and “The Bear,” which were revised for “The Old People”
and “The Bear” in the novel, Quentin Compson is the narrator or
the central intelligence and Ike McCaslin is a grandfather. In Go
Down, Moses, Faulkner changed Quentin, born in 1890, and Mr.
Compson to Isaac McCaslin, born in 1867, and Cass Edmonds, his
foster-father, and set back the time accordingly. Ike is much more
fully developed than was Quentin, as the young initiate into the
wilderness and the cult of the hunters. In both magazine and novel
versions of “Delta Autumn,” Ike is the central intelligence, but in the
former, Don Boyd, not Ike’s kinsman Roth Edmonds, was the father
of the girl’s child; by substituting Roth for Don Boyd, Faulkner
made the story crucial in the theme of miscegenation in the
McCaslin-Beauchamp family. A typescript version of the tide story,
“Go Down, Moses,” gives the name of the Negro murderer as Henry
Coldfield Sutpen. Ellen Sutpen, a black midwife, had delivered
Gavin Stevens.29 In the novel, Ellen vanishes and the murderer is
named Samuel Worsham Beauchamp and is the grandson of Lucas
and Molly Beauchamp, the leading characters in “The Fire and the
Hearth.” Thus the significance of the evolution of Go Down, Moses
lies in Faulkner’s final concentration on a single family, new in the
annals of Yoknapatawpha, which would allow him a free hand in
developing the themes of miscegenation and of family relationships
between whites and Negroes.
Not only were the white McCaslins and collateral Edmonds
families and their Beauchamp kin assimilated into later Yoknapa
tawpha novels, but the only completely new major family created
after Go Down, Moses, the Priests, were related by marriage to the
Edmonds family. Whereas at the end of Go Down, Moses in 1941 the
only descendant of Carothers McCaslin who might carry on the
family is the cast-off child of Roth Edmonds by a distant Beauchamp
relative, the fifth generation of Priests is flourishing in 1961.
The McCaslin-Edmonds and the Beauchamps, including by im
plication Rider in “Pantaloon in Black,” are the new major charac
ters. The change from Mr. Compson and Quentin to Cass Edmonds
and Ike allows the nostalgia of a long life in Ike, as the central
consciousness, and the wisdom of an active life in Cass, as a father
figure. Sam Fathers, who was a character in the magazine stories
29Blotner, p. 1055.
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“The Old People” and “The Bear” but was strangely omitted in
“Lion,” is more fully developed as the spiritual father of the young
initiate in the novel, in keeping with the greater depth of character in
Ike. Boon Hogganbeck, a new character,
remain until the end of
the annals. The older hunters—General Compson, Major de Spain,
and Cass Edmonds—represent plantation aristocracy and Jefferson
business and financial interests. The only Beauchamp in the wilder
ness stories Tennie’s Jim, a servant, who thereafter disappears
from the ken of his white relatives. Go Down, Moses also provides a
link with the Snopes trilogy and other novels: Gavin Stevens is
described in greater detail in “Go Down, Moses” than in Light in
August and in both functions in a single episode, arranging for the
burial of a dead Negro criminal in accordance with the wishes of the
man’s grandmother.
In Go Down, Moses, the trickster-tricked pattern recurs in the
stories about Lucas Beauchamp and his still and his treasure hunt.
This pattern, however, is subordinated to the central hunt-searchquest pattern: the parody-hunt in “Was”; the legal search and
Lucas’s treasure-seeking in “The Fire and the Hearth”; Rider’s
search for oblivion and the man-hunt in “Pantaloon in Black”; the
literal hunts in the wilderness, the initiation quest, and Ike’s detec
tive search in the ledgers in the McCaslin trilogy; Gavin’s detective
search and the off-stage man-hunt in “Go Down, Moses.”
The theme of the exploitation of land and of people is illustrated
in the plantation system, the treasure hunt, and the ravages of the
lumber company to which De Spain sold his land: Ikkemotubbe
began the destruction of the wilderness, Sutpen continued it, and
De Spain completed it. The theme of stewardship of the land, rep
resented by Cass Edmonds, is subordinated to Ike’s concept of the
land held in “the communal anonymity of brotherhood” which
made him repudiate his heritage and relinquish the land. The pass
ing of the wilderness, seen in the deaths of Old Ben, Lion, and Sam
Fathers, is viewed in “Delta Autumn” in the perspective of 1941 and
the larger national and international context, rounding out the
whole span of the white man’s occupation from the time of the Old
People to the eve of World War II. A strong sense of the continuity
of life is accompanied by a largely negative view of change. These
themes relate primarily to the story of Ike McCaslin’s initiation as a
hunter. The spiritual heir of Sam Fathers and the legal heir of Uncle
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Buck McCaslin, Ike sought by repudiating his legal heritage to
remain faithful to his spiritual one, but life in the wilderness was
possible only on his annual hunting trips. Thus initiation did not
achieve its purpose, to enable him to play his adult role in society.
The mother of Roth’s child accused Ike of knowing nothing about
love, and he proved that she was right by rejecting her and her child
as old Carothers had rejected Tomey’s Turk The sins of incest and
miscegenation for which Ike had repudiated old Carothers he con
doned in Carothers Edmonds.
The Beauchamp story is one of love, fidelity, and endurance, of
living on and by the land, accepting in pride and humility the
McCaslin heritage, and of putting family responsibility above devo
tion to an abstract ideal. Lucas built a fire on the hearth when he
married Molly; not without danger of quenching, it burned until
Molly’s death. Rider patterned his life after Lucas’s and built a fire
quenched only by the death of Rider’s wife. Rider’s love and grief
contrast implicitly with the lack of love in the white family. One
threat to Lucas’s fire was his misuse of land by digging for treasure, a
sin which Molly considered grounds for a divorce. His love for Molly
made him renounce his blasphemous violation of the earth and
prevent the divorce action. The McCaslin plantation is not a Waste
Land.
By remaining in Faulkner’s memory, Isaac McCaslin won a place
in the legend of Yoknapatawpha; by remaining in Faulkner’s imagi
nation, Lucas Beauchamp became a dramatic figure in Intruder in the
Dust.
Intruder in the Dust evolved from Faulkner’s idea, in 1941, of a
detective story about a Negro who solved a murder in self-defense,
to a story about Lucas Beauchamp, already created in stories for Go
Down, Moses, as the catalyst in a boy’s initiation into reality and
identity.30 Because Intruder was planned while Faulkner was writing
stories for both Go Down, Moses and Knight's Gambit and was written
from February to May, 1948,31 when all the stories had been com
pleted, the ideas of Gavin Stevens, introduced into action of about
1940, confusingly reflect civil rights ideas of the time of writing,
1948.
In Intruder in the Dust, Gavin Stevens of “Go Down, Moses,” his
30Blotner, pp. 1048, 1245.
31Blotner, pp. 1036-1037, 1247, 1249.
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sister Margaret Mallison and her husband, Charles, and their son,
Chick, appear for the first time as a family. (Gavin and Chick had
been characters in a series of detective stories which were repub
lished in Knight's Gambit in 1949.) Aleck Sander, son of Mallison’s
cook, Paralee, and Chick form a team like Ringo and Bayard in The
Unvanquished. Seen from Chick’s point of view, Lucas and Molly
Beauchamp appear in a new light. Roth Edmonds is an off-stage
character. Completely new are the Gowries, an all-male family from
Beat Four. Chick’s thoughts and memories serve to introduce Ike
McCaslin and to list families, largely familiar to the reader, in Beat
Four and Frenchman’s Bend. Miss Habersham is the last descendant
of a founding family of Jefferson which was first named in “Hand
upon the Waters” (1939). As Molly Beauchamp’s foster sister,
Habersham is evidently the same as Miss Worsham in Go Down,
Moses.” Recurrent minor characters include the sheriff, Hope
Hampton, who captured Mink in The Hamlet, Will Legate, one of the
wilderness hunters, and Skeets McGowan, in the drugstore.
Only the Square, the jail, and the Edmonds plantation are familiar
scenes. New characters demand new settings: Miss Habersham’s
ancient house, like Miss Worsham’s, is on the edge of town, but the
Mallison house and Gavin’s office on the Square are new. In the
country are Lucas Beauchamp’s cabin and Fraser’s country store
and the Gowrie area, where pious and violent men worship in
Caledonia Church. Chick’s observations present the most vivid and
detailed accounts in the chronicles of the jail, Lucas’s cabin, and the
countryside in spring.
Faulkner’s return, after Go Down, Moses, to the theme and pattern
of initiation was conscious, if unpremeditated: he said his “simple
quick . . . whodunit jumped the traces” and became “a pretty good
study of a 16 year old boy who overnight became a man.”32 Sixteen is
the right age for Chick in this initiation story but is inconsistent in
date of birth with the other works in which he appears. Ironically,
Gavin Stevens, Chick’s uncle and boon companion, failed to play his
proper role as mentor because he clung too blindly to the vices of his
ancestors, the very failing which he warned Chick against (p. 49).
Miss Habersham, confident that Lucas is innocent, acted in Gavin’s
stead and initiated both Chick and Aleck Sander under her intrepid
32Blotner,

1252.
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leadership. Unlike Ike’s memory of his long-ago initiation, Chick’s
initiation
presented immediately, through his consciousness
under stress while he is acting in violation of social tradition and
convention. His ordeals involved the hunt and search pattern, with
danger of pursuit and violence. When his active role ceased, Chick
accompanied Gavin on the detective search for evidence to reveal
the truth. In long-winded speeches commenting on and interpret
ing Chick’s action, Gavin threw up a smoke-screen of words to
conceal his own failure to act and its cause, his unrecognized racial
prejudice. Gavin’s views on the South and Southern homogeneity
versus the outlanders are not to be taken as Faulkner’s. Gavin does
not elsewhere address himself to the issue confronting Southern
men of good will which was becoming vital to Faulkner before 1940.
Chick’s initiation experience dramatizes a central theme: that
truth and justice are lacking in a social tradition which judges a man
by the color of his skin. To discover truth and achieve justice, Chick
had to assume responsibility for the almost impossible task Lucas set
him: to dig up the body of Vinson Gowrie in a Beat Four graveyard.
Chick resisted the temptation to flee from such outrageous respon
sibility and the risks involved, the condemnation of his elders and
the violence of the Gowries. When the mob waiting to lynch Lucas
fled before the knowledge that Crawford Gowrie, a white man, was a
fratricide, Chick was tempted in despair to reject his people, but he
found that he could not “repudiate, relinquish” his heritage but
must “stand with them unalterable and impregnable” and share
their shame and expiation (p. 138). Faulkner said that Chick shows
in action what his essay, “The American Dream,” shows in theory:
“Somebody must do something about injustice.”33
By the end of the 1940’s Faulkner had turned his primary concern
from the negative aspects of his mythic society to the more positive
ones, from the backward-looking, passive aristocrats to the common
people living and enduring in the present and to a new kind of
aristocrat re-examining the values of the past, realizing that the past
lives in the present, and asserting the worth and responsibility of the
individual. Ike McCaslin’s relinquishment and repudiation and fail
ure to do anything for the Negroes he professed to admire is coun
33 William Faulkner, Faulkner at Nagano, Robert A. Jelliffe, ed. (Tokyo: Kenkyusha
Ltd., 1956), p. 97.
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terbalanced by Chick Mallison’s rejection of repudiation and relin
quishment and his acceptance of full responsibility for and in his
community.
The seventeen years between the publication of The Hamlet and
that of The Town was a delay in the completion of Snopes but not a
suspension of further evolution of Yoknapatawpha in less predict
able directions: the McCaslin story in Go Down, Moses and the de
velopment of Gavin Stevens as a lawyer-detective in Knight’s Gambit
and Intruder in the Dust. Beginning in 1943 Faulkner had also been
much occupied in planning and writing A Fable.34
The only Yoknapatawpha publications in the first half of the
1950’s, Requiemfor Nun and two short stories which were incorpo
rated into it, were of vital importance to the chronicles of the county.
The title and initial concept for Requiem for a Nun went back to 1933,
when Faulkner was working on Absalom, Absalom!. In October, he
wrote Hal Smith about his story, with “a good title,” and “on the
esoteric side,” about “a nigger woman.” The manuscript, dated “17
December, 1933,” began with a description of the jail.35 The combi
nation of the story of Temple Drake with that of Nancy grew out of
Faulkner’s speculation about what happened to Temple.36 Having
put aside Requiem after a “false start” and continued writing bsalom,
Absalom!, Faulkner finally returned to Requiem early in 1950 and
began writing the story of Nancy and Temple as a play. There were
apparently three reasons for this departure from fictional form.
Joan Williams, a college student, had sought his advice on creative
writing and he conceived the idea of planning dramatic situations
for her to develop in dialogue; in 1935, Ruth Ford had asked
Faulkner to write a play for her to act in; a play might bring quicker
financial profits than a novel. On February 13 he sent Joan notes on
the opening of Act One.37
It is possible here merely to indicate how the dramatic portion of
Requiem for a Nun is related to earlier and later Yoknapatawpha
works. It is a morality play concerning Nancy Mannigoe of “That
Evening Sun Go Down” (1931), condemned for murder in 1936,
and Temple Drake and her husband, Gowan Stevens, of Sanctuary.
34Blotner, p. 1152.
35Blotner, pp. 818, 826.
36Faulkner in the University, p. 96.
37Blotner, pp. 1308, 1303, 1311-1312, 1309.
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Gavin Stevens, uncle of Gowan, acts as lawyer-confessor to bring
Temple to face and admit her responsibility and guilt for the situa
tion which led to Nancy’s crime, Temple’s determination to elope
with the brother of Red, her lover in Sanctuary, abandoning her little
boy and taking with her the infant girl whom Nancy murdered to
bring Temple to her senses. Temple cast new light on her actions in
Sanctuary, admitting that she chose evil and liked her life at Miss
Reba’s. The most curious and significant detail in the recapitulation
of the past is the disclosure of the fact that Gavin was in the court
during the trial of Lee Goodwin when Temple committed perjury.
Horace Benbow, Goodwin’s lawyer, is not mentioned. Figuratively
speaking, when Horace fled back to Kinston after the trial, in 1929,
he stepped out of his shoes and Gavin stepped into them. After Ben
Wasson cut Horace’s role for Sartoris, Faulkner phased Horace out
of Yoknapatawpha in Sanctuary. Then Faulkner developed Gavin to
fill the need for a lawyer in Jefferson to serve as a detective-hero.
By the time Faulkner returned to Snopes and was planning The
Town, Gavin’s potentialities as an idealistic, chivalric, and articulate
lawyer seem to have suggested some of the radical changes Faulkner
made from the original synopsis.
The prefatory note to The Town recognizes the discrepancies and
inconsistencies between it and The Hamlet. The time of action of The
Town, 1908 or 1909 to 1929, covers that of Sartoris, Sanctuary, The
Sound and the Fury, As I Lay Dying, and the end of the Sutpen story.
None of the three narrators, Chick Mallison,
K. Ratliff, and Gavin
Stevens, is hinted at in the synopsis (Appendix C). The anecdotal
method is suitable for retelling old tales as well as telling new ones.
Apparently the creation of the narrators in the 1940’s and of Linda
determined the course of the non-Snopes narrative in The Town and
The Mansion. Gavin, the chivalric hero, Ratliff, the shrewd commen
tator, and Chick, the observer-listener who speaks for Jefferson,
represent roughly, according to Michael Millgate, theory, truth, and
fact.38 Of the 109 characters, all of the major ones are recurrent;
twenty-two new characters will continue into The Mansion. The
Stevens-Mallison family includes for a time Gowan Stevens, of
Sanctuary and Requiem, now identified as the grandson of the brother
ofJudge Stevens (Gavin’s father), not Gavin’s nephew, as in Requiem
38 Michael Millgate, The Achievement of William Faulkner (New York: Random House,
1966), p. 237.
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for a Nun. The low visibility in The Town of Aleck Sander, Chick’s
co-initiate in Intruder in the Dust, indicates the absence in Snopes of
concern with race relations. Melisandre Backus, a descendant of
Melisandre in “My Grandmother Millard” (1943), is introduced into
The Town because Gavin will later marry her, as readers of “Knight’s
Gambit” already know. The role of Eula’s lover, provided for in the
synopsis, is filled by Manfred de Spain, son of Major de Spain.
Ratliffs version of the Snopesian past—Ab’s “souring,” Flem’s prog
ress, and the “farming” of Snopeses by Flem—is essential to the
continuity of the trilogy, especially in light of the long interval
between publication of The Hamlet and The Town. The whole tribe of
Snopeses appear or are referred to. Will Varner and his wife have
roles in the plot. Doc Peabody is one of the minor recurrent profes
sional and business men and public officials. Significant new charac
ters, foreshadowing perhaps The Reivers, are Mr. Buffaloe, Maurice
Priest, and Lucius Hogganbeck. The nameHogganbeck evokes from
Chick the story of the hunting group in Go Down, Moses. Events from
Sartoris are recalled, as part of the town legend, and new details are
added about Colonel John, Miss Jenny, and young Bayard. Buddy
McCallum has a minor role. The Sartorises have consistently been
part of the legend; since General Compson was introduced as one of
the hunters in Go Down, Moses, the Compson name has tardily been
figuring in the communal memory.
Since little action occurs outside ofJefferson, no major settings are
added, but specific buildings are brought into focus: the two banks,
the Mallison house, the power plant, the water tower, the Snopes
boarding house, and the De Spain house which becomes Flem’s
mansion. Parchman is now named as the state penitentiary. Gavin’s
view from Seminary Hill suggests the creator viewing his creation
and its history
Town, pp. 315-316).
The pattern of Flem’s progress continues in The Town, with Ratliff
and Gavin holding the fort and toting the load for the community
against the invading Snopeses. Flem outsmarted himself in his plot
against Tomey’s Turl and Tom-Tom and was the trickster-tricked in
“Centaur in Brass” (1932). In the version in The Town, Suratt is
changed to Ratliff Mayor Hoxey is replaced by Manfred de Spain,
and Gowan Stevens is added. After Flem became vice-president of
the bank, he changed his goal from material success to respectability.
Thereafter the process of adding Snopeses changed to one of sub
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tracting each Snopes who threatened Flem’s community status:
Montgomery Ward Snopes, whose story is not ended in The Town,
was sent to Parchman for bootlegging, rather than for purveying
pornography; I. O. Snopes of “Mule in the Yard” (1934) was
banished by Flem in the novel version of the episode, in which Gavin
and Ratliff also are added. As in these episodes, when Flem’s motive
seemed to be to maintain civic virtue, Gavin was obliged to join him.
Gavin’s opposition dwindled to his attempt to rescue Linda from
Flem and send her away from Jefferson. Gavin as the courtly lover
was engaged in a quest for the love of Eula with no hope or even
desire of displacing Manfred de Spain as Eula’s lover. As Linda grew
up, Gavin transferred some of his devotion to her, and male compe
tition again became a parody of knightly combat: as Gavin had
fought Manfred in defense of Eula’s honor, he fought Matt Levitt in
defense of his own honor. The Gavin-Eula story was apparently
conceived after “Knight’s Gambit” was written, in which Melisandre
had had no rival in Yoknapatawpha. The Gavin-Linda story bears
no resemblance to the story of Flem’s wife’s child in the synopsis.
The romantic fidelity of the middle-aged lawyer toward a high
school girl may reflect Faulkner’s own deepening interest in Joan
Williams, revealed in the letters he wrote her during the 1950’s.39
Gavin is a quixotic figure, portrayed with sympathy, humor, and
irony, but by no means Faulkner’s persona or mouthpiece.
The basic theme involving Snopesism is the opposition between
the community, with its tradition of humanism, championed by
Gavin and Ratliff, and Snopesism, with its materialistic values and
exploitation of people. Respectability, however, brought Flem and
the town into accord: the town connived at the infidelity of Eula, and
Flem adopted community values in striving for respectability until
disclosure of Eula’s guilt would serve him better than concealment.
Manfred’s illicit physical love is paralleled by Gavin’s courtly love,
unrewarded because he so chose. Gavin’s and Ratliffs disinterested
concern for community welfare stopped short of effective responsi
bility: as bachelors, neither was fully involved in community life, and
neither used his special competence in the struggle against
Snopesism. Ratliff, however, aided Wall Snopes financially in estab
39 For example, the letter quoted by Blotner on p. 1395 dwells on Faulkner’s
capacity for unhappiness and his sense of the disparity in their ages, Joan being
twenty-three and Faulkner fifty-four.
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lishing a business which, with no sacrifice of humanistic principles,
was of profit to Wall and of value to the community.
In his actions, V. K. Ratliff best illustrates a theme that is becoming
apparent as basic to Faulkner’s concepts: that life is motion and that
the only alternative to motion and change is stagnation and death.40
Ratliff changed his means of transportation and his wares to keep
abreast of new developments. Although Gavin, as a chivalric hero, is
in motion, Eula and Linda by their very images convey a sense of
motion (The Town, pp. 132-135). Gavin and Ratliff imperfectly
exemplify the truth that engagement with reality demands accep
tance of change and responsibility, but at least they recognized the
danger that lies in rigid adherence to old ways and ideas and in
setting a higher value on abstractions than on individuals.
The Town ended in 1929, the year in which Sartoris was published;
therefore the fictional version of reality upon which Faulkner built
his initial concept of Snopes ends in The Town. In The Mansion Faulk
ner could choose not only from the past of Yoknapatawpha but also
from what was provided for his creative imagination by the march of
time from 1929-1946, the cut-off point of The Mansion. The Hamlet
introduced Mink Snopes. The Town includes Mink in accounts of
preceding action. But the combination in The Mansion of the entire
story of Mink, from 1908 to 1946, along with the story of Jefferson
from 1937 to 1946 was scarcely predictable. A third time-period,
dealt with reminiscently, covers
Hamlet and The Town, from 1902
to 1929.
Because The Mansion not only ends Snopes but may have been
intended to be Faulkner’s last Yoknapatawpha novel, it is virtually a
curtain call of the entire Jefferson cast. The Sartoris family and
events are still the most firmly established. New light is cast on young
Bayard’s psychological problems. The story of old Bayard recalls the
exploits of Flem and Byron Snopes when Bayard was a banker.
Horace Benbow is forgotten, Gavin being in his shoes, but Aunt
Jenny and Narcissa, as young Bayard’s widow, belong to Bayard’s
story. But, curiously enough, only Mink Snopes remembered Col
onel John Sartoris for his achievement as a railroad builder. The odd
omission of the Compsons is finally rectified. Jason IV is an active
character, and the story of the rest of the family is summarized,
40 Faulkner, Foreword, The Mansion.
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including Jason’s activities since 1929: Jason took over the hardware
store from Earl Triplett as Earl had taken it over from Ike McCaslin.
Gavin Stevens, we learn, was at Harvard with Quentin’s friend
Spoade, but there is no indication that Gavin knew Quentin. Gavin
and Chick do not recall their own past except that in The Town and
the part of “Knight’s Gambit” pertaining to the marriage of Gavin
and Melisandre. The race question as a moral issue and a social fact
involves only Linda’s good works and the Negro high school princi
pal’s statement of his stand. The focus on Jefferson minimizes allu
sions to the plantation and the wilderness, but Lucas, who figured in
Jefferson events, is strangely forgotten.
Few new scenes are added, but the inclusion of material from The
Hamlet, especially the elaboration of Mink’s story, brings together
most fully in a single volume Frenchman’s Bend and Jefferson. The
final episode showing Frenchman’s Bend characters in Jefferson is
Mink’s trip to Jefferson to buy buckshot. Flem’s development of Eula
Acres, a subdivision on the old Compson property, leads to major
action. From his mansion Flem went to the cemetery in Jefferson:
from Flem’s mansion Mink fled and went to earth in Frenchman’s
Bend where his cabin had been.
Parchman, not the jail in Jefferson, is a major setting at intervals
during Mink’s imprisonment, from 1908-1946. Another nonYoknapatawpha setting is added, Pascagoula, where the deaf Linda
worked in a shipbuilding yard during World War II. The climax of
Gavin’s romance with Linda thus occurs on the Gulf Coast where
William and Estelle Faulkner had spent their honeymoon and where
Faulkner took Jean Stein in 1955, on a tour to show her “what
Mississippi was like.”41 Rose Hill, which became Gavin’s home after
his marriage to Melisandre, had previously been a major setting in
“Knight’s Gambit.” The trips to New York by Gavin and by Gavin
and Ratliff may impress readers with the wisdom of Faulkner’s
previous policy to keep his characters within Yoknapatawpha, Mis
sissippi, and the Mid-South, their native habitat.
The cast of characters in The Mansion affected the narrative in both
methods and substance. The three narrators of The Town continue
their function in “Linda,” the middle third of The Mansion, but only
the omniscient author, articulating what Mink experienced, could
41Blotner, pp. 624, 1586.
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tell Mink’s story in the first book, “Mink.” In “Linda,” one chapter is
narrated by Montgomery Ward Snopes, the only Snopes so hon
ored. The last section, “Flem,” combines the two methods by putting
into the third person what concerns the three narrators, with a single
focus in each chapter, dealing with Mink as before, and finally, in the
last chapter, using the third person to represent the points of view of
Gavin, Ratliff, and Mink. Current national and international issues
are introduced in the story of Linda, a veteran of the Spanish Civil
War and a card-carrying member of the Communist party. This part
of Linda’s story seems to be a modification of Faulkner’s original
plan to send Eula’s daughter “overseas in the War with ambulance
corps” (Appendix C). The political campaign between Clarence
Snopes and Colonel Devries, who had won a Congressional Medal of
Honor as the commander of Negro troops in World War II, pro
vides an opportunity for the only account in the Yoknapatawpha
chronicles of Mississippi politics. In his synopsis, Faulkner could not
predict the specific issues which “crooked politics” would involve
after 1938. Clarence’s career is reviewed from his youth as a bully in
Frenchman’s Bend until Ratliff, suitably outtricking Clarence, won
his final victory and made Clarence retire from politics. The maga
zine version, “By the People” (1955), brings the action nearer the
present, after the Korean War.
After Jason Compson outsmarted himself and Flem profited by
the postwar building boom to develop a subdivision on what had
been Compson property, Flem retired from such competitive sports
and left the field to Orestes Snopes, in his feud with old Meadowfill.
Gavin’s intervention prevented murder and achieved a happy end
ing for Essie Meadowfill and her veteran husband, a pair who, like
Wall Snopes and his wife in The Town, may help, by their love and
toil, to redeem the Waste Land.
The story of Gavin, the courtly lover who refused one lady and
married another, was fused with the story of Mink, hero of a revenge
tragedy, when Linda involved Gavin in her petition for the release of
Mink from Parchman. Linda thus made Gavin an accessory to mur
der. Gavin used his detective skills in trying to intercept Mink before
he reached Jefferson; Mink’s success was Gavin’s defeat. Four pat
terns of action from the whole trilogy are involved in the GavinLinda story: women versus men; courtly love; revenge—Linda’s
revenge against Flem for Eula’s suicide and against Gavin for refus

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/ms_studies_eng/vol14/iss1/13

60

Editors: Vol. 14 (1976): Full issue

54

Evolution of Yoknapatawpha

ing to marry her, and perhaps for taking her advice and marrying
another; the trickster-tricked, in that Gavin was usually successful as
a lawyer in outwitting criminals. The quest pattern becomes Mink’s
quest for revenge, involving his journey from Parchman to Mem
phis to Jefferson in “Flem,” like that to Jefferson and back in “Mink,”
to secure the means of murder and execute the deed. The flight of
Mink and the man-hunt at the end are comic: Linda gives Mink the
gun and shows him the way out of Flem’s house, and Gavin and
Ratliff track him down to give him money from Linda.
Snopesism has ceased to threaten Jefferson, but only because it has
proved self-destroying and because Ratliff acted effectively against
Clarence’s lust for power, which was more dangerous than Flem’s
goals and was a threat to the nation, Clarence having set his political
sights on Congress. Flem dead. The men of good will have sur
vived and have learned that to trust in God is not enough: He must
be able to trust in them. Gavin’s journey toward reality has ended,
but he is not victorious. A kind of Pygmalion, he refused to take his
Galatea off her pedestal, and in her moral fall from it she almost
crushed him. His capacity for unrequited love was self-denying and
life-denying. Like all other Yoknapatawpha men, he was not brave
enough or great enough for goddesses like Eula or even lesser ones
like Linda.
Two positive themes are represented by Ratliff and Mink. Ratliff is
adaptable, tolerant, and compassionate, but in his quest for amelio
ration of the human condition he never assumes the responsibility
for the future which is demanded of a father and head of a family.
His wisdom is gained through detachment, not involvement. Mink
may seem an odd vehicle for a positive theme, but he must be judged
in terms of his inherent limitations, due to extreme poverty. Mink
possessed unshakable integrity according to his lights, scrupulous
honesty, a passionate sense of socialjustice, and a willingness to die if
need be to assert his human dignity. The account in The Mansion of
Mink’s single-minded determination to carry out his resolve after
thirty-eight years in Parchman and of his courage in facing and
coping with the strange new world he found and playing the game
according to the rules as he conceived them arouses sympathy and
admiration. And whereas Gavin and Ratliff finally reduced living
men to the indignity of “the pore sons of bitches,” Mink envisioned
himself in death as equal to all the great and beautiful, “equal to any,
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good as any, brave as any . . . among the shining phantoms and
dreams which are the milestones of the long human recording.”
Faulkner provided a kind of dual finale to the Chronicles of
Yoknapatawpha. The first, the historical finale, is the prologues in
Requiem for a Nun in which the authorial bardic voice recounts the
official version of the history of Yoknapatawpha. As Michael Mill
gate said, Faulkner saw himself “as the historian and genealogist and
interpreter of Yoknapatawpha County, because fundamental to his
ambition an artist. . . was the realisation of his world on paper, in
fiction, with all the fullness and absolute solidity it had long achieved
in his imagination.”42
In the first prologue, “The Courthouse,” Gavin Stevens, narrator
in the magazine version, “A Name for the City” (1950), is replaced by
the bardic voice. There is only one new major name, Thomas Jeffer
son Pettigrew. A Ratcliffe was the first Indian agent. The three
founders are together given permanent status: Alexander Holston,
Dr. Habersham, and Louis Grenier, founder of Frenchman’s Bend.
The more familiar aristocratic names are now in the second group:
Sartoris, Compson, Stevens, and Sutpen, and finally McCaslin. New
episodes are the exodus of the Indians after Mohataha signed away
their land and the naming of Jefferson. The building of the court
house, the first full-scale community activity, involved all of the
leading settlers and established the physical shape of the town. The
history of the courthouse is given until 1950.
In “The Golden Dome,” Faulkner shows Yoknapatawpha to be
“the keystone in the universe”43 by tracing the cosmic process which
produced Yoknapatawpha and the Golden Dome at Jackson.
The third prologue, “The Jail,” shows the jail to be older than the
courthouse; it witnessed much that is new in county annals, from the
arrival of the first explorers to the time when animals were
frightened by the shadow of mail planes. When Jefferson was trans
formed by modern improvements, the log walls of the jail endured
beneath the surface. Old stories are retold and new ones added. The
whole dizzy process of change in Jefferson and Yoknapatawpha
history to 1950 is covered.
The three edifices symbolizing human justice are transcended at
42 Michael Millgate, “ ‘The Firmament of Man’s History’: Faulkner’s Treatment of
the Past,” Mississippi Quarterly, Supplement, XXV (Spring, 1972), 35.
43 Stein, “William Faulkner,” p. 141.
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the end when the focus shifts to eternity and divine, not human,
justice. The themes are characteristic of early and late Yoknapataw
pha chronicles: self-reliance versus the welfare state, individual re
sponsibility versus delegation of responsibility to authority. The
courthouse symbolizes both the American Dream and justice de
feated by law; there was, however, no reign of innocence and justice
before social institutions were established. The episode of the jailor’s
daughter, developed also in Intruder in the Dust, is the nucleus of the
themes of the continuity of time and the affirmation of life. The
scratched signature of the girl speaks of the past to the present as do
the creations of the artist. Because Faulkner left his scratch, we
“Outlanders” come to Oxford to gaze at the actual pane of glass
inscribed “Jane T. Cook.”44 The theme of the Outlander dissolves
the boundaries of Yoknapatawpha and demonstrates that indeed
the county is the microcosm of man’s history.
But the oracular voice was not that of Faulkner’s last persona. In
The Reivers, a kind of coda to the Yoknapatawpha chronicles, Faulk
ner changed his tone to that of the tender intimacy of personal
reminiscence addressed to loved ones. As Colonel William Falkner
had stimulated Faulkner’s youthful imagination and the proud and
violent ghost of Colonel John presided over Sartoris, so Faulkner’s
own grandfather dominated his memories and the wise and benevo
lent Boss Priest is a living presence in The Reivers, The narrator is
both the child who lived the adventure in 1905 and the grandfather
telling it in 1961.
Although the origin of The Reivers lay in the plan Faulkner de
scribed to Robert Haas in 1940 (Appendix D), the facts that no other
work was planned after The Reivers, that Faulkner, in reference to
this last novel, said, “I been aiming to quit all this,”45 and that
elements in The Reivers which are unrelated to the original plan
suggest a valediction to Yoknapatawpha, all suggest that Faulkner
considered this his last work. When he said in 1956, “My last book
will be the Doomsday Book, the Golden Book of Yoknapatawpha,”
he may have envisioned some kind of pseudo-historical register,46
44 E. O. Hawkins, “Jane Cook and Cecilia Farmer,” Mississippi Quarterly, XVIII
(Autumn, 1965), 248-251.
45 “Mr. Mack Remembers Bill,”
Faulkner Souvenir Edition, The Oxford
Eagle (April 22, 1965), Part 3, p. 2.
46Stein,
141. James B. Meriwether insists on a stricdy literal interpretation of
“Golden Book” and “Doomsday Book” and denies that the terms apply to The Reivers:
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but he certainly had, tucked away in his mind, the idea for The Reivers
already outlined to Haas. One is not surprised to learn that the The
Tempest was Faulkner’s favorite play by Shakespeare in 1961:47 The
Reivers was Faulkner’s “Tempest,” published shortly before fate
broke the Southern Prospero’s magic wand, the pencil with which he
created Yoknapatawpha.
The first part of The Reivers integrates it with the chief tales of the
county. The first scene, Maury Priest’s livery stable near the Square,
and the homes of Boss Priest and his wife and of Lucius and his
parents and his brothers correspond in locations and family situa
tions to those of Faulkner’s own family when he was a child. The
initial episode of Boon Hogganbeck gives Lucius an occasion to
identify Boon, with suitable changes for his new age and role, and to
refer to the hunters of Go Down, Moses. In this prelude to his adven
tures, Lucius manages to mention most of the leading families and
townspeople. Colonel Bayard Sartoris and Boss Priest were rival
bankers, a rivalry that impelled Boss Priest to buy an auto, in
defiance of Bayard, and thus to lead Boon and Lucius into tempta
tion. Lucius tells of Flem’s rise and his murder, and reveals that Roth
Edmonds and Uncle Ike McCaslin are still living in 1961. Faulkner
introduced enough links with other tales to make The Reivers an
effective ending to his chronicles of Yoknapatawpha.
The initiation pattern, closely parallel to that in Go Down, Moses
and Intruder in the Dust, is combined with the marvelous journey of
quest romance.48 The flight from Jefferson and the races in Parsham
Junction recall the flight and hunt sequences in Go Down, Moses. Like
Chick’s initiation, that of Lucius includes women, with the new twist
that the women are Miss Reba and Minnie and Everbe Corinthia, all
from the familiar whorehouse in Memphis. The male mentors, two
of whom are new, are equally untraditional: Boon Hogganbeck,
Uncle Ned, and Uncle Parsham.
“The Novel Faulkner Never Wrote: His Golden Book or Doomsday Book,” American
Literature, XLII (March, 1970), 93-96. Such a work as Meriwether stipulates could
scarcely be called a novel. The Reivers was Faulkner’s last book and was apparently so
written.
47Blotner,
1787.
48In the article to which James Meriwether took exception, I dealt with The Reivers
as a finale the Yoknapatawpha chronicles and as a combination of initiation and
quest romance: 'The Reivers'. The Golden Book of Yoknapatawpha County,”Modern
Fiction Studies, XIV (Spring, 1967), 95-113. I no longer use saga to refer to the
Yoknapatawpha
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The themes are fitting for this serio-comic finale. In Yoknapataw
pha County the automobile is the most significant symbol of change
and motion; the coming of the motor age was a minor theme in The
Town, and the horse and buggy had been a symbol of premotor days
in The Hamlet. The Reivers achieves a happy conjunction of the horse
and the motor age. The McCaslin-Edmonds-Priest story returns to
the racial theme of Go Down, Moses, which had been suspended in
Snopes. Young Lucius had a simple answer to the problem of interra
cial relations: act like a true gentleman to everyone. As his mother
had taught him to do, Lucius called Ned McCaslin “Uncle Ned,” in
recognition of the McCaslin blood, and he thankfully accepted
Uncle Parsham as a surrogate grandfather. The Reivers also offers a
contrast to Go Down, Moses in presenting a white family, the Priests,
united by love that insured their survival through five generations
until 1961. What Lucius had known of love and good breeding
enabled him, as the champion of Everbe Corinthia, to win her over
to virtue: the infant Lucius Priest Hogganbeck, the legitimate son of
Everbe and Boon, happier in his parents than was the child of Roth
Edmonds and the Girl in “Delta Autumn.” The success of the initia
tion of Lucius is evident in his role as a grandfather. He learned well
from Boss Priest and from Uncle Ned the lesson of responsibility. As
Boss Priest said: “A gentleman accepts the responsibility of his
actions and bears the burden of their consequences, even when he
did not instigate them but only acquiesced to them. . . .” (p. 302).
Lucius dried his tears and lived with his memories. The sun breaks
through the clouds at the end of the long day of the author and his
creation. The Reivers is truly a “Golden Book of Yoknapatawpha
County.”

Appendix
A. Chronology: Dates of publication of works dealt with in The Evolution
of Yoknapatawpha and related short stories and dates of
composition of unpublished works and of published
works when publication did not follow immediately. After
the entry, in parentheses, names of major characters on
first appearance and titles of related stories. Information
is based on Joseph Blotner, Faulkner: A Biography. Page
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number references to novels in the text are those of the
Random House edition, of the date in the Chronology.
“Elmer” (1925).
“Father Abraham” (1926-1927).
Flags in the Dust (completed, September, 1927), 1973.
(The
and the Fury, written, spring-summer, 1928).
Sartoris, January, 1929.
(Sanctuary, written, January to May, 1929).
The Sound and the Fury, October, 1929.
As I Lay Dying (written, October to December, 1929), October, 1930.
Sanctuary, February, 1931.
“That Evening Sun Go Down,” March, 1931 (first version written in
1927); (The Sound and the Fury; Requiem for a Nun).
“Hair,” May, 1931 (Gavin Stevens).
Spotted Horses,” June, 1931 (The Hamlet).
“The Hound,” August, 1931 (The Hamlet).
“ Justice,” September, 1931 (The Sound and the Fury; Go Down, Moses).
“Centaur in Brass,” February, 1932 (The Hamlet).
Smoke,” April 1932 (Knight's Gambit).
Light in August, October, 1932.
“There Was Queen,” January, 1933 (Sartoris).
“Wash,” February, 1934 (Absalom, Absalom!).
“A Bear Hunt,” February, 1934 (V. K. Ratliff).
“Mule in the Yard,” August, 1934 (The Town).
“Ambuscade,” September, 1934 (The Unvanquished).
“Raid,” November, 1934 (The Unvanquished).
“Skirmish at Sartoris,” April, 1935 (The Unvanquished).
“Lion,” December, 1935 (Go Down, Moses).
“Fool about Horse,” August, 1936 (The Hamlet).
Absalom, Absalom!, October, 1936 (CHRONOLOGY, GENEALOGY,
MAP).
“The Unvanquished,” November, 1936 ( Riposte in Tertio,” The Unvan
quished).
“Vendée,” December, 1936 (The Unvanquished).
“Barn Burning,” June, 1939 (The Hamlet).
“Hand upon the Waters,” November, 1939 (Knight's Gambit).
The Hamlet, Snopes I, April, 1940.
“ Point of Law,” June, 1940 (Go Down, Moses).
“The Old People,” September, 1940 (Go Down, Moses).
Pantaloon in Black,” October, 1940 (Go Down, Moses).
“Gold Is Not Always,” November, 1940 (Go Down, Moses).
“Tomorrow,” November, 1940 (Knight's Gambit).
“The Tall Men,” May, 1941 (McCallums, Sartoris).
“Two Soldiers,” March, 1942 (Griers, Frenchman’s Bend).
“The Bear,” May, 1942 (Go Down, Moses).
Go Down, Moses And Other Stories, May, 1942 (“And Other Stories” was
omitted in the second printing and thereafter).
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“Delta Autumn,” May-June, 1942 (Go Down, Moses).
“Shingles for the Lord,” February, 1943 (Griers, Frenchman’s Bend).
My Grandmother Millard and General Bedford Forrest and the Battle
of Harrykin Creek,” March-April, 1943 (The Unvanquished).
“Shall Not Perish,” July-August, 1943 (Griers, Frenchman’s Bend).
The Portable Faulkner, April, 1946 (MAP, “The Sound and the Fury Appendix”).
“An Error in Chemistry,” June, 1946 (Knight's Gambit).
Intruder in the Dust, September, 1948.
Knight’s Gambit, November, 1949.
“A Name for the City,” October, 1950 (Requiem for a Nun).
“The Jail,” September-October, 1951 (Requiem for a Nun).
Requiem for a Nun, September, 1951.
“Race at Morning,” March, 1955 (Ike McCaslin and hunters, Go Down,
Moses).
“By the People,” October, 1955 (The Mansion).
The Town, Snopes II, May, 1957.
“The Waifs,” May, 1957 (The Town).
The Mansion, Snopes III, November, 1959.
The Reivers, June, 1962.

B. Sartoris

This Snopes was young man, member of a seemingly inexhaustible
family which for the last ten years had been moving to town in driblets
from small setdement known as Frenchman’s Bend. Flem, the first
Snopes, had appeared unheralded one day behind the counter of a small
restaurant on side street, patronized
country folk. With this foot
hold and like Abraham of old, he brought his blood and legal kin house
hold
household, individual individual, into town, and established
them where they could gain money. Flem himself was presently man
ager of the city light and water plant, and for the following few years he
was sort of handy man to the municipal government; and three years
ago, to old Bayard’s profane astonishment and unconcealed annoyance,
he became vice president of the Sartoris bank, where already a relation
of his was bookkeeper.
He still retained the restaurant, and the canvas tent in the rear of it, in
which he and his wife and baby had passed the first few months of their
residence in town; and it served as an alighting-place for incoming
Snopeses, from which they spread to small third-rate businesses of
various kinds—grocery stores, barber-shops (there was one, an invalid
of some sort, who operated second-hand peanut roaster)—where they
multiplied and flourished.
Sartoris (New York: Random House,
1929), pp. 172-173.
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C. Synopsis, Snopes Trilogy
“The title is THE PEASANTS. Has to do with Flem Snopes’ beginning
in the country, as he gradually consumes a small village until there is
nothing left in it for him to eat. His last coup gains him a foothold in
Jefferson, to which he moves with his wife, leaving his successor kinsmen
to carry on in the country.
“The second volume is RUS IN URBE. He begins to trade on his
wife’s infidelity, modest blackmail of her lover, rises from half owner of
back street restaurant through various grades of city employment, filling
each post he vacates with another Snopes from the country, until he is
secure in the presidency of a bank, where he can even stop blackmailing
his wife’s lover.
“The third volume is ILIUM FALLING. This is the gradual eating up
of Jefferson by Snopes [sic], who corrupt the
government with
crooked politics, buy up all the colonial homes and tear them down and
chop up the lots into subdivisions.
“This is the plot, if any. Flem gets his wife because she is got with child
by sweetheart who clears out for Texas; for a price he protects her good
name. No, before this, his youngest brother tries to keep his father from
setting fire to his landlord’s barn, believes he has caused his father to be
shot, and runs away from home, goes west, has a son which the other
Snopes know nothing about.
Flem moves to town with his
whose child pretty soon sees what
sorry lot Snopes are. She goes to New York (has money from her actual
father) and is overseas in the War with ambulance corps, where she
meets the son of the boy who ran away from home, finds him a kinsman,
finds how his father has tried to eradicate the Snopes from him. After
the war she brings together this Snopes and the daughter of collateral
Snopes who also looks with horror on Snopeses. She and her remote
cousin marry, have son who is the scion of the
“What this will tell is, that this flower and cream, this youth, whom his
mother and father fondly believed would raise the family out of the
muck, turns out to have all the vices of all Snopes and none of the
virtues—the ruthlessness and firmness—of his banker uncle, the chief
of the family. He has not enough courage and honesty to be a successful
bootlegger nor enough industry be the barber for which he is finally
trained after Flem has robbed his mother of what money her father and
husband left her. He is in bad shape with syphilis and all the little
switch-tailed nigger whores call him
his first name in private and he
likes it.
“By this time Flem has eaten up Jefferson too. There is nothing
he
can gain, and worse than this, nothing else he wants. He even has no
respect for the people, the town, he has victimised, let alone the parasite
kin who batten on him. He reaches the stage where there is just one more
joke he can play on his environment, his parasite kin and all. So he
all his property to the worthless boy, knowing that no other Snopes has
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sense enough to hold onto it, and that at least this boy will get rid of it in
the way that will make his kinfolks the maddest.”
William Faulkner, in an undated letter to
Robert Haas, received December 15,
1938.
Joseph Blotner, Faulkner: A Biography
(New York: Random House, 1974),
pp. 1006-1007.
D. Synopsis, The Reivers

“It is sort of Huck Finn—a normal boy of about
or thirteen,
big, warmhearted, courageous, honest, utterly unreliable white man
with the mentality of a child, an old negro family servant, opinionated,
querulous, selfish, fairly unscrupulous, and in his second childhood, and
prostitute not very young any more and with a great deal of character
and generosity and common sense, and stolen race horse which none
of them actually intended to steal. The story is how they travel for a
thousand miles from hand to mouth trying to get away from the police
long enough to return the horse. The white man knows the police have
been put on his trail by his harridan of a wife whom he has fled from.
Actually, the police are trying to return the boy to his parents to get the
reward. The story lasts matter of weeks. During that time the boy grows
up, becomes a man, and a good man, mostly because of the influence of
the whore. He goes through in minature all the experiences of youth
which mold the man’s character. They happen to be the very experi
ences which in his middle class parents’ eyes stand for debauchery and
degeneracy and actual criminality; through them he learned courage
and honor and generosity and pride and pity. He has been absent only
weeks, but as soon as his mother sees him again, she knows what has
happened to him. She weeps, says, ‘He is not my baby anymore.’ ”

William Faulkner, in a letter to Robert
Haas, May, 1940.
In Blotner, pp. 1044-1045.
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by Joseph Blotner

JB:
Q:

Joseph Blotner
Questioners from the Audience

JB:

Our title—“William Faulkner"—is so general that it presents
problems in what to do with it. I thought that I
simply
leave it, in many respects, to you, so we could just sort of
explore, go where you wanted to go. That is, if there are any
things that I said in
talk that you want to pursue, fine, we
can pursue them. If you want to go on into the area specified
by the title, talking about William Faulkner, I’d be glad to try
to answer any questions I can in that area, too, rather than my
giving you a biographical spiel which would be folly to at
tempt in the time that
’ve got. I’d be happy to try to tell you
anything I can about those areas or about problems of writing
biography. Why don’t we just begin that way and see where it
takes us?
This is trite, but I have relatives here in Oxford, and they
swear that Miss Estelle didn’t go to Byhalia, you know, the last
time, when he went to the hospital.
Well, unless my memory deceives me, my informant was
Jimmy whom I trust implicitly. And, although it is possible
that what I’ve written may be erroneous, to the best of my
knowledge, it was accurate. I learned only subsequently from
Floyd Watkins, for one, in a review he’s done in the Sewanee
Review of this book, that there were all sorts of rumors. I knew
there had been some rumors about Mr. Faulkner’s death, but
I
not realize to what extent there were other speculations,
none of which, so far as I know, is true. It was a simple, tragic
case of the heart attack taking him off.
Well, he lived with pain at that point a great deal, didn’t he?
Yes, he was apparently just miserable. He had this condition.
He had sustained fractures, a number of fractures, certainly
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as early as 1955. They were old in 1955, because there were
some x-rays done in Paris in that year which showed old
compression fractures of a number of lumbar vertebrae. And
this kind of fracture, I’ve been told by physicians, is often
sustained by landing on the seat of your pants from being
tossed by a horse. And when he sustained these injuries, I
don’t know. But in the years when I knew him at Virginia,
sometimes I would see him, when he had not sustained any
injury that I know of, straightening his back, painfully, the
way people will with a back condition. During those last
months, though, he apparently was in severe pain from these
repeated falls.
When did you first meet him? How old was he?
I met him, for the first time, in November of 1953, which
would have made him 56, just turned 56.
A long time ago I was talking to some professors from Ole
Miss, and they were saying that they didn’t think a biography,
a complete biography of Faulkner, could be written until
after the Faulkner women had died, because of the problem
of Faulkner’s relationship with women.
Well, that’s true only insofar as it might involve people still
living who might conceivably have reason to object to certain
kinds of material. I can say, though, that I did not feel con
strained to tiptoe around and that if any reader reads the
biography that I’ve done carefully, I think if he reads it
perceptively, if he reads not only in the normal manner but,
as Theodore Reik says, with the inner eye or ear or whatever it
is, he will have a sense of what Faulkner’s relationships were
with women and what some of his major attitudes were. How,
on the one hand, he would always say, “I think women are
wonderful, they’re much stronger than men, I admire them
tremendously”; and how, on the other hand, some of the
characters in his novels suggest a feminine type that most
women, I think, would probably abhor as much as he did.
Now, when you go into personal relationships, it becomes
extremely complex. Some of you have read Michael Holroyd’s biography of Lytton Strachey, some of you have read
the Bell biography of Virginia Woolf, where in England
they’re telling all, it seems. The slightly expurgated diaries of
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Evelyn Waugh. This is the kind of thing that demands a
number of conditions—that they be co-existent. That is, if
you’re going to do that kind of in-depth psychological por
traiture, it’s necessary to have it from the closest source. And
in those instances of Lytton Strachey and Virginia Woolf and
now Vita Sackville-West and Waugh, they’ve got diaries, and
in the case of Harold Nicholson and Vita Sackville-West,
there’s the son of that marriage describing in detail the rela
tionships existing between his parents and other lovers, both
male and female. In the first instance, you have to have that
information. In the second instance, if you are to present it, if
you feel that this is the kind of work that is necessary in
something like clinical detail, because of the laws, libel laws,
you have to have clearance. And these are some of the things
that confront the biographer. But it seemed to me from the
outset that if you tried to render, as Conrad says, “the highest
kind of justice to the visible universe,” you can present the
heart of the truth without doing a New York Daily News or
National Inquirer, or whatever it is, kind ofjob. So that I hoped
that this was the kind of thing that would be possible to do.
Now, as time goes on, if other materials turn up as they
doubtless will, at a time when our grandchildren, let’s say, are
at a symposium like this, then maybe somebody will have
done a Lytton Strachey-Vita Sackville-West-Virginia Woolf
kind of job. How far that will put us ahead of where we are
now is just no telling.
Place Faulkner as a novelist in national or international
terms—and whom
you compare him with who has al
ready achieved?
Well, in our literature, I said in my foreward, and several
reviewers agreed with me, and not too many got mad at me,
that I could tell—they may have been mad at me about other
things but not about that—I said I think he’s our greatest
novelist, our greatest writer of prose fiction.
He placed himself second after Dos Passos, didn’t he?
Well, yes, he said Thomas Wolfe was first because he tried
more, which was a kind of courtesy but also a way of fobbing
off the questioner, I think. But it seems to me that because of
the richness and variety of his work, the scope, the technical
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experimentation, the sense of place, the wisdom, the kind of
psychological penetration, the sense of life, he is our greatest
writer. And I expected some of my friends to be mad at me,
the Melvilleans, and the Jamesians, and the Hawthorneans,
but it seems to me quite clear that although James has an
enormous body of work, that though he’s a fine, precise
stylist, to me—and this becomes a highly subjective thing—I
just don’t get the taste and smell and feel of life in James the
way I do in Faulkner. And although one may call
Dick a
close effort or result of an attempt to write the great American
novel, for me, though it is commanding and overwhelming,
it’s flawed in many ways and, apart from Billy Budd and a few
other things in Melville, I don’t think that you find the
number of masterpieces to quantify it, or the same range.
And, in terms of world literature, there, of course, I think he
ranks with the great masters. He said, he used to say, that the
greatest writers of his time were James Joyce and Thomas
Mann. I can’t recall his mentioning Marcel Proust in spe
cifically those terms, but it seems to me that he ranks with
them to my taste, and I’m obviously an extremely interested
witness. There are things in his work far more compelling to
me than in theirs. There one runs the danger of becoming
chauvinistic and, I suppose, should back off a bit. But he
certainly is in their company, I would say.
I’d like to mention the fact that Mr. Faulkner seems especially
interested in his great grandfather’s statue, and in Flags in the
Dust I’ve noticed he mentioned it three times. And then in
your book you said that he had Mr. Cullen go and try to repair
the statue and clean it. And I had done this research on the
statue and had thought that a man from Grand Juction had
actually carved it, and then I found out later that he hadn’t,
after Mr. Duclos had written his dissertation. So I believe now
it was actually done in Carrara, Italy. And I have this brief
letter, if you don’t mind, you could read. He said, “I can
assure you”—this man Renarto Caffi from the Italian Marble
Company in Carrara—“I can assure you that the statue you
write of of Colonel W. C. Falkner was executed by Mr.
Alexandra Luccetti of Carrara, who died in 1935.” And the
way this was done, see, the man that actually did it died in
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1935. A photo of the Colonel was sent to Mr. C. J. Rogers,
who had a stoneyard in Grand Junction, and the frock coat
was sent there. And a Mr. George Mitchell, Sr., fitted the coat;
the coat was his size so they took measurements. They sent the
photograph and the measurements to Carrara and that’s the
way it was made.
That’s fascinating.
I wasn’t satisfied with the idea that this man in Grand Junction
could do that kind of work. And it turned out that he could
carve roses and lilies, but he couldn’t do a statue.
I wish I’d had that; it’s so much more exotic, isn’t it? And it’s so
much truer to the old Colonel, having it done there. If you’d
be kind enough, some time, I’d love to have a copy of that,
because I hope to do another edition of the book and I’d like
to correct it. If anybody knows of any other errors, let me
know please.
How many copies in your first edition?
10,500.
When did you know or when did you decide to write this
biography?
In early 1963 I was at Faulkner’s home in Charlottesville, and
we were sitting around talking at drink time, as a matter of
fact. I used to stop in from time to time. And Mrs. Faulkner
and Jill and her husband were there. And I asked them if they
had known about a couple of Faulkner books that were com
ing out. And they did not know and were a little—I didn’t
know whether it was aghast or whether they were surprised.
But they said suddenly—I was taken aback—“You knew him.
Why don’t you write a book about him as he was?” And I said
that I really had not thought about doing it, and I hadn’t. And
could I please think about Like a fool, I said, “Let me think
about it.” They could have changed their minds in the mean
time. So I went home and discussed it with my wife, and she
said, Of course, you want to do a book about William Faulk
ner.” And I realized she was right, and the next time I
there I said I would like to do it. And so I began in ’63.
Knowing how he felt about his privacy and his idea that he
wanted his works to stand for himself, I just wondered when
you were writing it sometimes, I suppose you did what you
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did thinking, “I wonder what he would think of this. And I
wonder how he would feel.” I don’t feel that you violated it in
any way and I really think that it is really so tasteful, done with
such discretion. But I wondered how you felt about it, know
ing him as well as you did.
JB: Thank you very much. It is, was, a problem. I would often feel
twinges. I have in my study a photograph of him, one that is
taken in such a fashion that no matter where you are, the eyes
are looking at you. And sometimes I feel him looking at me
with a particular intensity. But I realized, as one would, that
such a book would be done. There will be other biographies,
as you know. But I felt that the first one entailed some special
obligations and that it should be done by someone who had
what seemed to me to be a relationship conducive to doing
justice to the heart of the truth. And one that would be a
biography which took
starting point the fact that this had
to be written because he was a great artist and a fine man, a
very complex one, but a fine man of whom I was extremely
fond. So, I just resolved to go ahead and do it and whenever I
felt twinges, I just waited until they went away and kept going.
Q: I want to know if you have any information as to what hap
pened to the old Colonel’s wife, the one that he met on the
steps of the store. We see her the last time at the funeral. But
from there on you make no mention of her. And she seemed
to be a very interesting character, and all at once she’s no
longer present. What happened to her?
JB: I think Donald Duclos says that there had been rumors in
Ripley that they were on the verge of a separation before his
death, that they had been spending more and more time
apart. They would go to Memphis, and they would stay at the
Gayoso, in which the Colonel owned stock. And my recollec
tion, at any rate, is that after his death she did go to Memphis.
Whether she stayed, as they had done before, at the Gayoso or
not, I am not sure. My belief is that she probably went to
Memphis and died there, although I never did run it down.
Q: Floyd Watkins once said that writing a biography of Faulkner
would be terribly difficult because he made so many paradox
ical and contradictory statements about himself. Did you en
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counter that difficulty or could you give me some examples of
times when he did?
Oh, yes, and there are varying levels and degrees of difficulty.
The most obvious kind relates to his saying, for instance, that
he had been shot down in aerial combat in France and had a
silver plate either in his head or his cheek or limped or had
various miseries that derived from this. And then at a later
point in his career, he would say no, that he had not flown in
combat, he had not been to France, the war had ended too
soon. So, here one had contradictory statements, and it was a
matter of checking out the evidence insofar as it was available,
and it verified the second version rather than the first, which
still had to be further modified.
Now, that kind of contradiction is more easily resolved than
certain others. We were talking before about Faulkner’s at
titude towards women, and I quoted these two kinds of things
he would say. And what you come up against, I think, is not
just an extremely complex person, but problems in the as
sessments that we all make at different times. There were
times, I think, for instance, when he felt himselfjilted in love,
when he must have felt the rejected lover who tended to be
cynical about women in general, just as a woman might have
been cynical about a man who had rejected her. There were
other times when he was happy in love, when the romantic
verses would flow; he would celebrate romantic love or let’s
say conjugal love. Now, these are antithetical statements by
the same person, yet meant at the time they are said, and they
are therefore differences which need not be reconciled given
the emotional set of the speaker at the time. Now, there is
another kind of a red herring, or smoke screen, whatever you
want to call it, when I think he would just say the first thing
that came into his head to get people to quit asking him
questions. Like the business of Light in August—“Mr. Faulk
ner, does it mean when you use that title Light in August, does
it mean when a cow calves, she’s going to be light in August?”
“Yes, ma’am, that’s exactly what it means.” Or “What did you
have in mind when you used that title?” “Well, in my country
in Mississippi, at that time of the year in August, there’s a
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certain quality of light in the sky, and that’s where the title
came from.” Well, I believe the second one. And I think the
text bears out that second interpretation. But I think he
would often say things because it was convenient, because the
last thing he wanted to do was to have a conversation con
tinue. And sometimes he would come out with an absolute
stopper. You know, like the news reporter who said, “Mr.
Faulkner, what do you think is decadent in society today?”
And he said, “What you’re doing, miss.” And then other times
he would say we need the press, that terrible scrutiny to which
the press subjects people. Boy, is that apropos. He was talking
about the McCarthy era; he said this is the intrusion upon our
privacies, the price we pay for the safeguard which the press
provides.
But then there are other areas where, as I said a moment
ago, you get into problems not only of the complex individual
but of human psychology. Like the business of, well, let’s
see—I mention Floyd Watkins, not just because you do, but
because he sent me a copy of his very nice review and it is fresh
in my mind. And he says that in the biography, he thinks that
the treatment of Faulkner’s view of personal immortality
needs expansion. He tends to believe, from what he said in
the review, that Faulkner had more of a belief in personal
immortality than I have tried to reveal him as showing. And I
wrote back to Mr. Watkins and said that I presented it as I did
in dealing with his last days in spite of the fact that I heard him
say grace before meals and in spite of the fact that I knew that
he attended church services from time to time, because I
remember vividly one instance in which we had just had a
classroom session at Virginia and somebody had raised a
question bearing on theological issues, and more specifically,
the question of the immortality of the soul. And I did some
thing that I almost never did, namely asked him a technical
question outside of class, because it was still fresh in my mind,
and I thought in his. And I asked him about this question of
personal immortality, putting it in a more general context,
and he used the editorial “we,” which he sometimes used in
the classroom, I think, in order to avoid the business of the
repetition of “I.” And he said abruptly, almost with impa
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tience, almost as though I’d heard this before and why
couldn’t I remember it, he said, “As we’ve said, we all have to
pass through the wall of oblivion eventually, and therefore—”
And so he continued the answer. I don’t remember the rest
of the answer because his gaze with those brown-black eyes
was so level and so steady and chilling, in a way, that there
was no question in my mind but that William Faulkner be
lieved that when life left the body, there was no such thing as a
sense of continuation of what we call the soul in any form. But
then, I’ve been thinking since I read Watkins’ review. Even
putting aside this business of his using immortality metaphor
ically, as I think he does in the Nobel Prize speech—I think
that is a metaphor for the continuation of the race in spite of
its attempts to destroy itself—who is to say but that at mo
ments when he
experiencing the dark night of the soul or
when he went to Felix Linder when he was experiencing such
great pain with his back and when I think he had intimations
of oncoming death—who is to say that at that time he might
not have considered in a more serious way an answer he once
gave his brother which has a touch almost of the flippant
about it. When his mother was dying, Jack Faulkner came
from Mobile to Oxford; and they took shifts in the hospital.
And Mr. Faulkner was there, and Jack Faulkner describes this
in his book, The Faulkners of Mississippi. And he said that they
were sitting there outside the hospital, the old hospital, watch
ing the traffic go by, and Jack said to his brother, “What do
you reckon happens to you after you die?” And he said, “Well,
maybe we’ll all come back radio waves,” or something like
that. And, you know, there was a question in my mind: Was
this the old process of fobbing somebody off? Was it a process
of not wishing at this moment to discuss one of the most
profound questions which perplexes the human mind? Was it
a metaphor? Was it the kind of thing that Jung talks about,
when, in one of his books—Dreams, Meditations, whatever it is,
some of you know that book?—he talks about something that
can be formulated in those terms; he posits, I think, a kind of
persistence of the spirit with a gradual diminution of inten
sity. And how is one to know whether, when Mr. Faulkner felt
his intimations of mortality, that the kind of thing that he said
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to his brother flippantly—how is one to know that he may not
himself have felt this later in such a fashion as to contradict
what he said to me that day in the office, which seemed to me
so cold and chilling that it made me write about that question
as I did. This is the kind of thing that you encounter—we
were talking about it before with respect to intimate relation
ships—how far inside somebody’s head can you get? And
even when somebody writes about it as Jung did, you look at
Jung’s criticism. Well, of course, theological criticism is full of
it, and it remains because of its complexity such a vexed
subject that I don’t know. Maybe when I rewrite, when I do
another version, I’ll change it some way.
There’s that business about the wholesale and retail salvation,
too.
Oh, that’s very good. We’re referring to a session at Prince
ton. Lawrence Thompson, Frost’s biographer, gave me this.
He said that a student said to Mr. Faulkner, “Sir, do you
believe”—what was it in personal salvation? And he said,
“Well, I’ve always thought of God as being not in the retail but
in the wholesale business.”
I wanted to ask you: in at least three-fourths of your two
volumes, it seems to me, he’s worried about money. And then
as soon as he gets it, he does things like buy the farm or horses
or an airplane or something like that. Do you think that the
privacy bit (he seemed to be so nice in his older years, you
know, going all over the world) was a pose ever—like Agnew,
Nixon, you know, and law and order—or was he genuinely
sincere?
Oh, I think he was genuinely sincere. I think situations really
presented problems for him. At one point, I described that
cocktail party we went to where he said, “I gotta get outa
here.” We hadn’t been there more than five minutes. He said,
“My claustrophobia is closing in on me.” And he did not, in
the technical sense, have claustrophobia, but he did feel that
kind of intrusion. He was, as he said of Addie Bundren, a very
private person, and I think, was totally sincere. That is not to
say that he did not derive some pleasure at some point from
knowing he had made the mark he wanted to make as a young
man. But the trappings that went with it, the business of
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photography and all of that, I think these are the things that
made the privacy of the farm and the home very pleasant.
Didn’t he seem to change somewhat there after he, in his
older age, met and became friends with the Williams girl? Did
he seem to come out some during that period?
Well, let’s see, what’s the best way to assess this? Here at Ole
, in 1946 and 1947, he hadasclassroom sessions. Now, this
would contradict the privacy hypothesis, but not necessarily. I
think it is consistent with another aspect of his personality,
and that is a sense of responsibility. The same thing that went
through his State Department jobs. His Alma Mater asked
him to come talk to students. And it was not the kind of thing
that was as much fun for him riding horses, but he felt he
should do it and he did it. Now, this activity, which began in
’46—well, actually Chapel Hill in the fall of 1931 he had sat in
on one creative writing class. Although he was not tremen
dously responsive, he had done it: 1931, 1946, 1947, State
Department work in the fifties, then at Virginia in ’57 and
’58—this is the public man who does these things because of a
feeling of obligation of sorts. Now, the motives are not un
mixed; I think he wanted to be in Virginia because he liked
and admired the University and found it pleasant to be there,
and because his daughter was there. And this was something
he felt like trying and all right, the University did what it
could. It could have done more. It did some for him. And in
order to hold up his end of the deal, he did participate in
these private sessions. Now, this constitutes to some extent a
change from the phase in which he would just reject, seem to
reject, contacts almost completely. But as for a change beyond
that, that’s something else.
I saw the film, I don’t remember the name of it. It started with
Jill’s graduation and ended with his acceptance of the Nobel
Peace Prize. And it went with him through his routine at
Oxford, and I have always wondered, did you persuade him
to do that? I thought it was such an unusual film because you
could see the reticence, but he seemed to be in a sense enjoy
ing it.
This was the Omnibus film, the one that was done under the
auspices of the Ford Foundation, right? Phil Mullin, who had
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been editor of the Oxford Eagle and had then gone to Arkan
sas, I think, acted in part as a kind of intermediary in getting
him to agree to this documentary. I would guess he had two
feelings—one was that it was perhaps fitting, and it was going
to be done by an institution or by a group that he trusted.
They said it would not be onerous. Mullin, a friend, had asked
him if he would do it and offered to help with it. So, once
committed to it, he then had to follow through. Now, this was
a familiar pattern. After he agreed to it, he had second
thoughts about it. And at one point before Mullin arrived, he
sent Mullin a telegram saying, “Don’t forget the snake juice.”
He wanted Mullin to make a stop in Memphis before he came
down to Oxford with beer and other refreshments. And I
think this related to the fact that he was feeling uneasy about
the whole thing and wished it would go away. But when the
time came for him to stand and deliver, he did, as he did with
the Nobel Prize acceptance trip, the trip to Brazil, and the trip
to Japan. It was a familiar psychological pattern. He would be
convinced either on intellectual grounds or the grounds of
friendship or obligation that he should do something, which
would run counter to these feelings of privacy. He would
attempt to evade the obligation but eventually would come to
terms with it and once into it would do the best he could.
Somebody in the crew said that he thought he had talent,
natural talent, as an actor. And those sequences, you re
member, really are good. When he goes out to the farm, and
he’s talking about stringing wire on some fence, he delivers
the line with aplomb.
The one that’s amusing the most, I think, was the one where
they are going through the thing with Phil, where he’s saying
you asked me to do it and—
That’s right. The dialogue was really delivered very convincingly.
I read Faulkner’s speech to the Delta Council and he’s saying
that a man had written him a letter saying he didn’t regard
him as a good author and a lot of people in Mississippi often
were mad at him. I was wondering if at times he was uncom
fortable about it?
Oh, he surely was. And John Faulkner, if I remember cor-
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reedy, in his book talks about his brother getting phone calls
in the middle of the night. You know that part of the story
“Dry September,” just before the lynching takes place and
Hawkshaw the barber is the only one who says, “Now, calm
down, we don’t know what happened, we don’t know that for
sure.” And the drummer, the traveling salesman, flings the
sheet off and says, “Why don’t you go back up North where
you came from?” And he says, “What, up North! I was born
here.” And that was Faulkner’s situation in the mid-fifties at
the height of the civil rights crisis, when he was speaking out
in such a fashion that he had alienated, he felt, both the
NAACP and the White Citizens’ Councils, and people were
saying“why don’t you go up North where you belong?” And, of
course, the speech that you point up is actually a very conser
vative speech, in many ways, and it points up the paradox of
his position on
rights, which I think given his age, his
generation, his time and place, was what we would call a
liberal one. And then as time went on, he felt that the torrent
had swept away any ground on which a moderate—he con
sidered himself a moderate, I think in the context he was a
liberal—could stand. Frank Smith, for instance, the former
Mississippi Congressman was another who tried for a viable
way of accommodating to Federal law and civil rights. People
like that in those days tended to find their influence diminish
ing
the crisis heightened. I think he felt very keenly this
sense of alienation. It’s one reason, I think, why he spent less
time at home than he might have done in his last years.
I’ve often wondered. He has such a marvelous vocabulary,
not only the scope, but the fact that he uses words in ways I
never thought of using them and then they seem to mean that
and never to have meant anything else. And I just wondered
if when he was actually working, did this flow out of him, or
did he dig it out painfully? You know, was it groping for a
word to fit a situation or did it just seem to come up? Had he
read so much that it was natural?
Well, part of the vocabulary had a kind of an Elizabethan
luxuriance which came from the reading and came from his
own tastes and prose style. He once wrote to one of his
publishers think maybe he was having trouble with .4 Fable)
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and said the material was coming slowly, that the book was
slow, hard work for him. He said, “It’s not like when I was
young.” He said, “When I was young, I used to write like a
paperhanger slapping it on the wall, and I’d never look back.”
So, he felt a dimunition of sorts as time went on. Now, if you
take him at his word, and I can imagine when the creative
juices were flowing, that he probably did go along like that
and made up some words in the process. But there were other
times when Saxe Commins would question him. There’s one
word, I think, in A Fable, it’s “revulsive,” or “revoltive,” or
something like that and Commins said, “Bill, there isn’t any
such word. Would you like to use another one?” And he said
“No, I’m trying to combine the idea of revulsion and revolting
against something. Let’s use that.” So that once again there’s
not just one answer but two or three.
Q: I just wanted to ask about his relationship with John Faulkner
and the fact that when they would get together and talk they’d
never discuss writing that I know of. I’m interested in John
Faulkner. Is John Faulkner ever going to be able to get out
from under this shadow of his reputation, or is he always
going to be the pastel brother, as one newspaper has written?
JB: The pastel brother?
Q: That’s what he was called, the pastel brother.
JB: Really?
Q: Right.
JB: It doesn’t seem quite fair to him, does it?
Q: in the reviews of Cabin Road, when it first came out, he
called the pastel brother, and I thought that was very unkind.
JB: It is. It’s one of those things. It’s like Thomas Mann and
Heinrich Mann. It’s like James Joyce and John Stanislaus
Joyce, although John Stanislaus Joyce wrote memoirs instead
of fiction. Look at some of those English families. Frost used
to talk about quotations on the stock market, the literary stock
market, about how high Richard Eberhart’s stock was or how
high T. S. Eliot’s stock was. If you had to make a judgment, I
think you’d have to say that John Faulkner was in the position
of being the younger brother of a genius of great range and
power, but that hopefully he would get the recognition that’s
due to him. And, if he does, it will be in no small part due to
Ole Miss and the kind of thing they’re doing here.
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Did you have difficulty in making your time breaks? You
know, you had a number of criteria, like leaving on trips or
new phases of writing or—
Oh, that. School, mainly. How to keep supporting my family
and get away. It depended upon when summer school started
and ended and—
I mean your division into the chapters of the times, month by
month.
Yes. Sometimes it was easy—the Nobel Prize segment, the
segment in Japan. But others got very tricky, and I just had to
look at the material and see where I could break it, where
natural division fell. And in revision sometimes I would chop
one chapter into two. I should have done more chopping and
cutting probably, like somebody chopping cotton.
I’m sure that what he had was a gift plus, of course, he never
really sat down and said I’m going to study creative writing. It
just, through the years, developed.
He developed, and he also gave himself an intensive course
in—
His mother was so helpful in this. She had so many wonderful
books to help him to read.
That’s right. But also, in some of the unpublished material,
there is a long imitation of the “Love Song of J. Alfred
Prufrock.” It’s so close you can hear echoes over and over
again. It’s as if he said to himself, “Gee, now, how did Eliot do
that? And maybe I can do it in the same way.”
he described
himself as a kind of untutored person and in many ways,
except for talk with people like Anderson and with Phil Stone,
so he was.
I don’t know who specifically has said this, but we get hold of it
as school teachers here in Mississippi, that Faulkner has done
more to degrade Mississippi—which I certainly don’t agree
with; I think he’s a genius. I encourage my children to read
him. And I’ve had several notes from parents—that surely
you don’t want the children to read Faulkner and I say surely
you wouldn’t want them not to read him. Did you run into
any kind of bitterness in your research?
Not of that kind, no. There were a couple of people who just
wouldn’t talk to me at all, without specifying the reasons,
although I thought I could intuit them in some instances. But
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the amazing thing was how much I did get. Even people who
started out thinking, “I’m not going to give him a thing,” but
who wound up being kind and helpful. So, it’s the kind of
thing that I guess would have pleased him. He always used to
say, “People try to be better than they think they can be, try to
be better than they are.” And I saw lots of the nice side of
people when I was doing this.
Well, did he absolutely object to wearing what he called the
monkey suits? Did he really want to wear the tweeds with the
patched elbows?
I think part of him loved wearing the full dress on that
occasion. Because all you have to do is look back to the young
man and there must have been some sense of the appropri
ateness of this. And, as a matter of fact, in one letter sub
sequent to the Nobel Prize occasion, he writes to Saxe Com
mins and says, “You can send along the evening clothes.” I
can’t remember specifically, something like that, which
suggests that “Well, it wasn’t so bad after all.” And maybe he
could do it again under some circumstances.
Did he use Jill as an excuse or did he really want to
I think again it was half and half. No, I think in the pit of his
stomach he didn’t want to go, at all.
He was drinking at the time.
Well, he tried to evade it. He used his regular strategy. Other
people say, “I just can’t get away from the business.” I mean,
“Who’s gonna run the store? We’ be bankrupt.” And this is
one kind of evasion. Some of the people say, “This ulcer’s
acting up so much I just couldn’t possibly appear.” Well, he
took a more obvious out, but then eventually did it, I think
partly because of pressure from all sides, partly because of a
fine sense of responsibility that he couldn’t escape.
What did he do with the $40,000?
Actually, it was less than that then; it was about thirty-some.
And he set up a foundation, which dispensed much of the
money, a substantial amount, to black students to do college
work, to do graduate work, one Japanese girl to come to this
country to do graduate work. Much of it went in that fashion.
Thank you very much.
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by Malcolm Cowley

Faulkner’s attitude toward the blacks had changed during the—
what is it?—thirteen years between The Sound and the Fury and Go
Down, Moses. In The Sound and the Fury his attitude is more or less that
of the Southern landowning class toward the Negroes. That is, they
feel a sense of responsibility, a sense of kindness, and at the same
time a sense that the Negroes represent another race which should
occupy an inferior position. They’re willing to help to the extent of
their power, so long as the position remains inferior. Now, that’s a
Northerner’s way of putting it, but I don’t think it’s too unreason
able. And, at the same time, on the level of personal relations very
close relations are formed as, for example, between the Faulkner
family and Caroline Barr—born 1840, approximately, and died in
1940—who was buried from the parlor at Rowan Oak with Faulkner
giving her funeral tribute. She was very, very close to the family; and
one can say in this case that Dilsey is founded on an actual figure—
something one can’t say of any other major character in The Sound
and The Fury. In Sartoris the background of the story had been that of
the Faulkner family, as it would be more clearly in The Unvanquished,
1938. But the Compsons are a created family in which we should not
look for links to people living. So, to change the subject a little, I’ll
make it Dilsey and the Compsons,” or again, “Dilsey and the Struc
ture and Meaning of The Sound and the Fury.”
The Sound and the Fury was finished at the end of 1928. It was
finished at a time when Flags in the Dust, Faulkner’s preceding am
bitious novel, was still traveling around looking vainly for a pub
lisher. Finally, Harcourt, Brace said they would do it if it were cut.
Faulkner wouldn’t cut it. Ben Wasson did the cutting, and it was
published as Sartoris. It has been lately republished in its entirety.
But while this book on which he had labored mightily was making
the rounds, Faulkner began to feel that he was never going to be
published again. And he said to himself, “Now, I can write,” mean
ing, “I can write without any attention whatever to what the public or
publishers want to have.”
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What he wrote in The Sound and the Fury has had a deep effect on
the course of American writing. Let us go back to the story. Every
novel is supposed to have a story, but in The Sound and the Fury
Faulkner is dealing not with a story, but essentially with a situation. A
story a situation leading to a sequence of events as the result of
which something is changed. The story is irreversible. The story is
like life, like time itself. But in this case rather than telling a story,
Faulkner is dealing with a situation presented from different angles
in widening circles of comprehension. The situation is the collapse
of the Compson family. First, we see it from the angle of the feeble
minded son, who has no sense of sequential time and confuses the
past with the present. Then, from the angle of a time-obsessed son
on the day of his suicide. Then, from that of a third son, who thinks
clearly but is mean and shortsighted, and for whom time is simply
hurry, hurry, hurry for the next thing without a true comprehen
sion of its value. Finally, we have the voice of an objective nar
rator—objective, not quite omniscient, but able to bring events at the
Compsons’ home into daylight. There’s also an appendix written
many years after the rest of the novel that records the earlier history
of the family and the fate of the survivors. I had something to do
with that appendix. I’ve told that story. I was making up The Portable
Faulkner, making it on the basis of Faulkner’s writing about Yoknapatawpha County from the very beginning, from Indian days down
to the present; and I was worried about a passage to include from
The Sound and the Fury. Well, my favorite passage was the Dilsey
passage in the fourth part. I told that to Faulkner, but I said,
“Couldn’t you write two or three pages summarizing the earlier
story?” And he said he’d try to do that. And just after he left
Hollywood, you know, for good, he sat down and wrote off this
appendix, which is admirable writing and which also contains a
number of inconsistencies with the novel published in 1929. The
biggest one that worried me was how
Quentin got out of her
uncle’s room. Did she climb down a pear tree, as in the original
novel—a pear tree in blossom—or did she climb down the rain
spout? Well, Faulkner had changed it to a rainspout. I thought—I
didn’t care which he said; he was the boss man—but I thought it
ought to be consistent. So, he said it was all right to change it to a pear
tree when the appendix was printed in The Portable Faulkner. But
when he printed it in the Modern Library edition, it became a
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rainspout again. There were also a few inconsistencies in dates. For
example, Caddy is married in the appendix in 1910, which is after
Quentin—Mr. Quentin—had committed suicide on June 2. In the
novel she’s married in 1909, actually. These are the changes that
Faulkner was, you might say, careless about. He’d say, “Well, I know
more about these people now.” But we had a good deal of corre
spondence about reconciling the differences, and they wouldn’t
completely reconcile at the end. Another little one is Luster. Luster is
twelve years old, I think, in The Sound and the Fury and fourteen years
old in the appendix.
Now, once this Compson family had included a governor of Mis
sissippi and a general in the Confederate Army. Once, the Compson
domain had been a square mile in the heart ofJefferson. But by 1909
it had been reduced to a rotting mansion, its grounds, and a big
pasture. The family now consists of Mr. Compson, a hard-drinking
lawyer without briefs; Mrs. Compson, proud, stupid, selfish, whin
ing; and their four children. The eldest of these, Quentin, is in love
with his sister but more in love with death. Candace, or Caddy, is a
warm-hearted young woman bent on her own damnation. Jason is
calculating and spiteful. And Benjy, the idiot son, loves only three
things, Faulkner said, but actually four—the pasture, his sister
Caddy, who was good to him, and firelight. The fourth came later
on; it was Caddy’s slipper, which they’d have to give him to stop his
bellowing.
Nevertheless, in back of the situation, it develops, we see a story.
And the story has outlines that are absolutely clear and definite in
the author’s mind at that time. Faulkner had a definite scheme for
events in the family. Quentin was born in 1890. Caddy was born in
1892. Jason was born in 1894. Maury, later Benjy, was born in 1895.
Grandmother, that’s Damuddy, died in 1899. In 1900 Maury’s name
was changed to Benjamin, and so on with later events. Caddy’s
wedding was in 1909. Quentin’s suicide in June of 1910.
Comes the year 1928 and in three catastrophic days the family
goes completely to pieces. Those three days are Good Friday, Holy
Saturday, and Easter, so that simply the dating of this story would
lead one to infer a religious connection. And some of the critics who
have worked so hard on Faulkner have developed the picture of
Benjy as a Christ-figure, Of course, Good Friday in 1928 was Benjy’s
thirty-third birthday; and Christ was thirty-three when he was cru
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cified. It seems to me, however, that the analogy of an idiot-boy with
Christ is a little far-fetched and a little, shall we say, ironic. Neverthe
less, there is indeed a strong religious feeling in the Easter service in
the fourth part, in the Dilsey section of The Sound and the
Let us return to some other events that mightn’t be clear. After
several love affairs, Caddy becomes engaged to a rich Northerner,
although she is two months pregnant by another man. Quentin tells
his father that he has committed incest with Caddy. It is a false
confession, but he wants to be joined with his sister in proud isola
tion. Not believing the confession, Mr. Compson sells the pasture to
a golf club in order to give Caddy a fine wedding and Quentin a year
at Harvard. Quentin uses up the year in a dutiful fashion and then
commits suicide on the second of June, 1910. The Northerner
divorces Caddy after refusing to acknowledge paternity of her child.
Though the child is a girl, Caddy has named it Quentin after her
brother. Mr. Compson quietly drinks himself to death. Caddy leaves
the child with her mother and promises Jason, now head of the
household, to send a monthly sum for its support. In 1913 Benjy
awkwardly molests a little girl and, Mr. Compson being dead by that
time, Jason has him castrated.
Everything goes to pieces on those three days beginning with
Good Friday. Jason mistreats Miss Quentin, now seventeen years
old. Miss Quentin retaliates by climbing along the rain gutter, break
ing the window ofJason’s room, prizing open his strongbox (which is
in a drawer in the original text of The Sound and the Fury, but it’s in a
closet, now—wait a minute; no, it’s in a closet in the original text and
becomes a bureau drawer in the epilogue). And she takes his hoard,
most of which was really hers, since it was the money that Caddy had
sent for her support. Then she climbs down the pear tree, or the
rainspout, and runs off with the pitchman in the circus, and is never
heard of again. She is one of the characters that disappeared com
pletely from the Yoknapatawpha saga. On the next morning, which
is Easter Sunday, Jason pursues her vainly while Mrs. Compson lies
in a state of collapse. And Dilsey, Benjy’s only protector now, takes
him to hear a sermon in a Negro church, and then says, “I seed the
first and the last,” when she returns to the spectrally quiet house.
Now let us return to the writing of the novel or, no, its inception in
Faulkner’s mind. “It began with a mental picture,” he says in the
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interview that he gave to Jean Stein for Paris Review. That interview,
which the best thing about Faulkner that I have read, can be found
in Paris Review Interviews, the first series; and it’s also reprinted in
Lion in the Garden, a volume published by Random House. Inciden
tally, Faulkner wrote that interview, as I found out. I was editing that
book, too, the Paris Review Interviews; and Jean Stein came in with the
interview, asked me if it was all right. And I read it and was full of
enthusiasm. But I said, “There’s one place here where it could be
expanded. There’s something left hanging.” “Oh,” she said, “I’ get
Mr. Faulkner to write that in.”
she carried it away and the next
week she came back with the interview expanded. And the lesson
that I got
that Faulkner was writing the whole thing partly as a
favor to Jean Stein.
In regard to The Sound and the Fury, he says then, “The whole thing
began with a mental picture.” It’s to be noted that other Faulkner
books began with a mental picture. He had a strikingly visual mind,
so that a picture would represent to him a story and, as I have said in
the seminar classes, a story reaches a climax very often in a picture.
But this picture was—as Faulkner said, I didn’t realize at the time it
was symbolical. The picture was of the muddy seat of a little girl’s
drawers in a pear tree where she could see through a window where
her grandmother’s funeral was taking place and report what was
happening to her brothers on the ground below. By the time I
explained who they were and what they were doing and how her
pants got muddy, I realized it would be impossible to get all of it into
a short story and that it would have to be a book. And then I realized
the symbolism of the soiled pants.” Now, that original image seems
to have pointed toward a family, the girl and her three brothers, with
a dead grandmother in the background to represent the past, de
stroyed by a moral stain, that is by the girl’s promiscuity. But The
Sound and the Fury was not one of the novels that carry out an original
design. It grew and changed in the writing, as Faulkner makes clear
in what follows. “I had already begun to tell the story,” he says,
“through the eyes of the idiot child, since I felt it would be more
effective as told by someone capable only of knowing what hap
pened, but not why. I saw that I had not told the story that time. I
tried to tell it again, the same story through the eyes of another
brother. That was still not it. I told it for the third time through the
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eyes of the third brother. That was still not it. I tried to gather the
pieces together and fill in the gaps by making myself the spokes
man.”
Now, that fourth part of the novel, in which Faulkner him
self is the spokesman, the objective part. What sort of spokesman is
he? And what are the gaps he is filling in? For the most part, in this
fourth section, he is an objective rather than an omniscient narrator.
That is, he tells us how the characters looked, what they did, what
they said, but he penetrates hardly at all into their minds. His
attention is focused on Dilsey, who remains completely a person to
be observed. Thus, he does not say, “Dilsey felt sad but uplifted.” He
says as if looking at her, “Dilsey made no sound. Her face did not
quiver as the tears took their sunken and devious courses, walking
with her head up, making no effort to dry them away even.” This is
Dilsey seen from outside. As for the gaps that the objective narrator
is filling in, the biggest of them results from the method followed in
the three earlier parts of the novel. It was the stream-ofconsciousness method in all three, with the proviso that the Jason
section is closer to being a simple interior monologue. It is a question
whether Jason had a deeper self to reveal in a stream-ofconsciousness.
Now, the three sections differ from one another to such an extent
that they mark effective limits of the stream-of-consciousness
method in three directions. But the fact remains that each of them
records the flow of impressions and memories in a single mind. The
method was new at that time—new but not completely novel, be
cause James Joyce had used it in Ulysses and notably in the famous
soliloquy that ends the book. Faulkner had read Ulysses, and later he
said of it that it ought to be approached on your knees as a hardshell
Baptist preacher approaches the Bible. There is a distant effect of
Ulysses here, an effect that is also to be noted in the case of Thomas
Wolfe, who thought that he was directly following Ulysses when he
wasn’t. What Ulysses had done for Faulkner was to release his
imagination, to give him a picture of what could be done by utilizing
a new method. And in the first part, told by an idiot, the method
carries stream-of-consciousness beyond what any one else had tried
until that time—in fact, carries it so far beyond that I defy any but
the most gifted readers, any but readers of absolute genius, to tell
what the hell is happening in the first section until they’ve read the
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other three. Later on, a number of scholars, including George R.
Stewart out at Berkeley with his whole seminar group, went to work
on the Benjy section, and they found that it was extraordinarily
well-ordered. There are, according to Stewart, thirteen time levels in
Benjy’s mind; and the memories will center around Damuddy’s
funeral, the change of the name of Benjy, the time when Caddy was
being sparked on the lawn and put perfume on and Benjy came up
to her and wailed because she didn’t have her usual smell, she didn’t
“smell of trees,” so she went to the bathroom and washed off the
perfume and gave the bottle to Dilsey. Then another event, of
course, is Caddy’s marriage in 1909, and still another is Benjy’s
awkward running after the little girl. The change in time is indicated
by changing type in that first section: wherever it runs into italics, the
time of the memories in Benjy’s mind is changing. And finally, those
changes come quick and fast, in the last part. But once you have read
the other three parts, then this business begins to coalesce suddenly
as the wilderness did when Ike McCaslin first saw the bear. Now, in
the second part, as you know, we have Quentin’s memories on the
day of his suicide. In the third part we have Jason’s stream-ofconsciousness, such as it is on Good Friday.
Now, one characteristic of the stream-of-consciousness method is
that the flow is associational rather than sequential, so that the
author finds it difficult to establish a temporal pattern of events. Of
course, this difficulty is greatest in the first section, where Benjy has
no sense of time whatever. But there’s also a difficulty in the Quentin
section as he passes rapidly from memories to actions on that day in
June. Even Jason, too foxy for his own good, sometimes leaves us
uncertain about time. [At this point the tape ran out, and the
operator—entranced by the lecture? or simply absent-minded?—
neglected to insert a new reel. What Mr. Cowley said can be recon
structed in part from his Afterword to the Dilsey section of The Sound
andtheFury as it appears in The Lesson ofthe Masters (New York, 1971).
Here is the apposite passage, reprinted by permission.] In the fourth
part, however, the objective narrator gives us events in their strict
temporal sequence, so that the situation Faulkner has been present
ing now becomes a story, that is, a structure existing in time.
Besides temporal sequence, the other big gap filled in is the look of
the characters. It is something hard to convey by the stream-ofconsciousness method. We cannot see Benjy or Quentin or Jason as
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long as we are inside their minds. We do not even see the other
characters in the aspect they might present to strangers. In the
fourth part, however, Faulkner as an objective narrator can use his
talent for intense visualization. We now see all the members of the
household except Quentin, dead for nearly eighteen years, and the
girl Quentin, who in vanishing has left behind one stocking that
dangles from a drawer and “a darned scarf dusted with powder and
stained with rouge” as visible tokens of her personality.
DILSEY: She had been a big woman once but now her skeleton rose,
draped loosely in unpadded skin that tightened again upon a paunch
almost dropsical, as though muscle and tissue had been courage or fortitide which the days or the years had consumed until only the indomit
able skeleton was left rising
a ruin or a landmark above the somnolent
and impervious guts. [There is more about Dilsey all through the passage,
which centers on her.]
BENJY: ... big man who appeared to have been shaped of some sub
stance whose particles would not or did not cohere to one another or to
the frame which supported it. His skin was dead looking and hairless;
dropsical too, he moved with a shambling gait like a trained bear.

JASON and MRS. COMPSON: . . . the one cold and shrewd, with closethatched brown hair curled into two stubborn hooks, one on either side of
his forehead like a bartender in caricature, and hard eyes with blackringed irises like marbles, the other cold and querulous, with perfectly
white hair and
pouched and baffled and so dark as to appear to be all
pupil or
iris.

BENJY and LUSTER: Ben shambled along beside Dilsey, watching Lus
ter who anticked along ahead, the umbrella in his hand and his new straw
hat slanted viciously in the sunlight, like a big foolish dog watching a small
clever one.

In the writing of the novel, Faulkner’s judgment of the Compsons
has changed. They are no longer a family destroyed by the daugh
ter’s moral stain, and in fact Caddy herself has receded from view,
leaving the girl Quentin as a surrogate. Now the girl vanishes in her
turn, and Mrs. Compson takes Caddy’s place as the spoiler. Reading
the Dilsey section, one comes to feel that the mother’s inability to love
was responsible for everything: for the father’s drinking himself to
death, for Quentin’s suicide, for Caddy’s promiscuity, for Jason’s
spitefulness, and of course not for Benjy’s feeble mind, but for the
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neglect of him by others. Dilsey, mistreated as she is by Mrs. Comp
son, has become the only mother figure in the household.
That suggests another change in the author’s attitude toward the
Compsons. Where at first they were one particular family destroyed
by the guilt of one member, they here—and even more in Faulkner’s
“Appendix,” written many years later—come to stand for a whole
social order. A crucial point is their relation with the Negroes of the
household. “You’ve got a prize set of servants,” Jason says to his
mother. “I have to humour them,” Mrs. Compson says. “I have to
depend on them completely. It’s not as if I were strong.” Indeed
she is weak except in selfishness, and it is only because there are three
Negroes living in the cabin behind the mansion that she can main
tain her pride of family.
The Negroes are better than the Compsons by Faulkner’s stan
dards, and their superiority is shown in two essential ways. The first
is in their treatment of Benjy—always a touchstone for characters in
this novel—and the second is in their religious faith. The Compsons
don’t go to church on Easter morning and don’t want to let the
Negroes go, for fear they
let the fire die out in the kitchen stove.
Jason is godless, as is the girl Quentin; and Mrs. Compson, who lets
the Bible slip to the floor, regards God as a convenient protector of
Southern gentlefolk. “It can’t be simply to flout and hurt me,” she
says of Quentin’s suicide and the girl Quentin’s disappearance.
“Whoever God is, He would not permit that. I’m a lady.” Dilsey is not
a lady, but after Reverend Shegog’s sermon, she weeps quietly “in
the annealment and the blood of the remembered Lamb.”
The sermon is a masterly piece of writing. Faulkner does not
summarize what the preacher said; instead he shows him in the
pulpit and directly quotes part of the sermon,
that the reader is
under the illusion of having heard it all. After each group of phrases
he gives us the response of the congregation in separate voices rising
above a low concerted hum: “Mmmmmmm . . . Yes, Jesus! Jesus!”
We are there in the weathered church, forgetting the hard seats. For
us the real burden of the sermon is not the repeated phrase “I got de
ricklickshun en de blood of de Lamb!” but rather another of Rever
end Shegog’s pronouncements: “Dey passed away in Egypt, de
swingin chariots; de generations passed away. Wus a rich man, whar
he now, O breddren?” There were Compsons once, but the genera
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tions have passed away. Now we know what Dilsey means when she
murmurs over the almost cold stove, “I seed the first en de last.”
As for Dilsey and her descendants, Faulkner tells us in his “Ap
pendix”: “They endured.”
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Ike McCaslin and the Wilderness
by Malcolm Cowley

Among the hundreds of characters that Faulkner brought to light
the one most argued about is Uncle Ike McCaslin. And there’s no
wonder that he has been the subject of more argument even than
Joe Christmas, because critics keep judging him by one of two
opposed systems of values—one interior, the other exterior. One,
holding that a man to be judged for what he is in his heart; the
other, holding that a man is to be judged by what his effect is on the
social community. So that, by the one system of values, Ike McCaslin
ranks high; by the other system of values, as we shall see, he ranks
low. But let us see how this man was born and changed and came to
maturity.
He was born in October, 1867, when his father Theophilus (I
think it must have been pronounced Tyeophylus, because they keep
calling him Phylus), Theophilus McCaslin was sixty-eight years old
and had served very lately in the Civil War and in Forrest’s cavalry.
And there was a twin brother, Uncle Buddy. And Uncle Buddy and
Uncle Buck, that’s Theophilus, had been in a practical way
abolitionists by freeing most of their own slaves gradually and with
out fuss or bother. Ike lost his father in 1873, at the age of six, and
lost his mother a year or two afterward. He was fathered by his
second cousin, McCaslin Edmonds, called Cass Edmonds, about
sixteen years older than he was, but also by Sam Fathers, the son of a
Negro slave woman and a Chickasaw chief. Sam Fathers taught him
very young to shoot rabbits and such, and then at the age of ten he
was privileged to enter the wilderness for the first time. And that
entering of the wilderness was for him a second birth, because, well,
that’s a passage really worth reading again. That’s on account of,
shall we say, the obstetrical images connected with it. He said, “He
entered it.” That was the wilderness.
He entered
novitiate to the true wilderness with Sam beside him as he
had begun his apprenticeship in minature to manhood after the rabbits and
such with Sam beside him, the two of them wrapped in the damp, warm,
negro-rank quilt while the wilderness closed behind his entrance as it had
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opened momentarily to accept him, opening before his advancement as it
closed behind his progress, no fixed path the wagon followed but a channel
non-existent ten yards ahead of it and ceasing to exist ten yards after it had
passed, the wagon progressing not by own volition but by attrition of their
intact yet fluid circumambience, drowsing, earless, almost lightless.
It seemed to him that at the age of ten he was witnessing his own birth.

that’s the first theme, rebirth into the wilderness. Then the next
event actually is his seeing Old Ben, who is the spirit of the wilder
ness. But by his eleventh birthday, one year after this, he killed a
buck, and Sam Fathers made him cut its throat, dipped his fingers in
the blood and wiped them across his cheek, perhaps in a cross. Well,
that was the rite of baptism. And his seeing the bear before that has
been called an epiphany. There are religious overtones to every
thing that is happening in here. So, at the age of sixteen he joins in
the final hunt in which the bear is killed, not by a bullet, there being
fifty-two bullets under his hide that hadn’t affected him, but by a
knife, and not by a pure white man, but by a partly Chickasaw
no-good named Boon Hogganbeck. All this is happening in a way
that we feel is right, not from our intellect but from a sort of instinct
of how a fairy tale is told.
Then, at the age of sixteen, too, very close to the time of the final
hunt for the bear, Ike opens the ledgers in the commissary and finds
for the first time the story of his family, finds that his grandfather
Carothers—Lucius Quintus Carothers McCaslin—had bought a
slave girl in New Orleans, had had a child by her, then had sum
moned that very child to his bed, that was Tomasina, whereupon
the mother committed suicide. And Ike had grown up, more or less,
close to Tomey’s Turl, that’s Tomasina’s Terrell, who was actually
his uncle. So, this event changes his world, changes his system of
values. He feels from that time forth that there is a guilt attached to
the family and attached to the land they own.
And when he is twenty-one years old, just after his birthday, you
have in this long fourth section of “The Bear” the scene between
Uncle Ike and his second cousin Cass, Cass Edmonds, in which he
says that he is going to relinquish the land. And he finds it hard to
explain why he relinquishing. He brings forward a whole series of
reasons for it. First, the land never belonged to him because it never
belonged to his grandfather, because you couldn’t buy land, because
God had intended that man should hold land in common simply by
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endurance and the sweat of his brow. And Cass cuts him off and says,
“Nevertheless, Grandfather did own it.” And then, coming forward,
he says to Cass again, “I don’t know why I must do it but I do know I
have got to because I have got myself to have to live with for the rest
of my life and all I want is peace to do it in.” So then gradually he
explains; no, he doesn’t explain. The cousin knows about it, too—
the curse that hangs on—that he thinks hangs on—the family from
his grandfather’s guilt.
And then he explains more at length how he reads the Bible and
how he thought that after God had failed in Europe to set up a truly
communal society where nobody owned land, He, with the help of a
simple aide, discovered America. And people came there once more
to try to set up a free society. And nevertheless because of slavery,
that simple word “slavery,” there was an injustice attached to the
land so that God brought about a Civil War to teach the South a
lesson in pride and humility, pride and humility being the two key
words for the lesson that Ike had learned from Sam Fathers. So, in
that way, the long fourth part of “The Bear” is woven back into the
narrative. Ike wouldn’t have relinquished if it hadn’t been for the
lesson he learned in the wilderness. And he says near the end, but
not at the end, of the fourth section, Yes, Sam Fathers set me free.”
Now, this relinquishment, this refusal to accept land that is tainted
both with the guilt of his grandfather’s unfeeling treatment of his
slaves and also at the same time with slavery itself, is something that
the critics have argued about from the beginning. And for the
pro-ike side of the criticism, read this by R. W. B. Lewis, in a useful
collection called Bear, Man and God: “The total change at work in
‘The Bear’ may thus in these various respects [which he’s been
discussing] be compared to the transition from the pagan to the
Christian era, if not from the Old to the New Testament. . . This is
not to say that Ike is intended to represent Christ in a second coming,
but only that Ike moves in a world of light, a light still meager but
definite, a new world in which values have been confirmed by being
raised to a higher power, not the new world beyond the frontier, that
is precisely what is transcended, but a world so perpetually new that
Ike sometimes seems to be its only living inhabitant.”
After the scene in the commissary, after the relinquishment, Ike
went to Jefferson, rented a room in a dismal boarding house, ac
cepted thirty dollars a month from Cass Edmonds as a loan, not as a
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gift or a repayment for the farm, and became a carpenter because it
seemed to him in, both in pride and in humility, that if carpentering
was enough for Jesus Christ, well, it was all right for Ike McCaslin,
too. Then, at the end of the section, he marries. His wife, a rather
frigid, ambitious woman, insists that he reclaim the plantation; and,
when he refuses, she refuses to bear him sons. So, Ike will spend the
rest of his life childless; “Uncle to half the county, father to none,”
Faulkner says.
Now, these events seem not entirely Christ-like in their results.
And we find in the next chapter or story in Go Down, Moses, Delta
Autumn,” a further confirmation that this man is something less
than a Christ-figure, for he’s setting off to the Delta with his, by now,
fourth cousin, I suppose, Roth Edmonds. And he cannot even
persuade Roth not to shoot a doe, to obey the laws of hunting in the
big woods. And furthermore, Roth gives him money to give to
—“Somebody’ll come for it,” Roth said. And the somebody turns out
to be the last descendant of Carothers McCaslin on the black side.
And Roth has had an affair with her, and the result is a baby. And she
doesn’t want to take the money. And she turns then to Uncle Ike and
says,
“I would have made man of him .He’s not a man yet. You spoiled him. You,
and Uncle Lucas and Aunt Mollie. But mostly you.”
“
” he said. “Me?”
“Yes, when you gave to his grandfather that land which didn’t belong to
him, not even half of it by will or even law.”

So, she judges his act severely as Lucas had already judged it
a
weakness in “The Fire and the Hearth,” and as General Compson
had suspected that it was weakness. And then, finally, the girl passes
one final comment to him, “Old man,” she says, “have you lived so
long and forgotten so much that you don’t remember anything you
ever knew or felt or even heard about love?” And then she’s gone.
So this, again, doesn’t show Ike in a role of the Christ-figure. And
he appears in other books by Faulkner. He’s mentioned in Intruder in
the Dust. He’s mentioned in a short story called “A Bear Hunt,”
collected in Big Woods, not a very good story. He’s mentioned in The
Mansion, in which the events seem to be taking place about 1946 or
1947; and Ike is still alive at that time at the age of, let’s see, well over
eighty by then. And he’s mentioned finally in a story called “Race at
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Morning," which is a better story than “A Bear Hunt," and which
contains Faulkner’s implicit judgment on Ike. In The Mansion we
learn that about the year 1908, he was junior partner in a hardware
store and refused to sell buckshot to Mink Snopes, who wanted to
use the buckshot to kill Jack Houston. And Ike didn’t know that was
his purpose, but he told him he wouldn’t sell him buckshot on credit
because there was nothing out at Frenchman’s Bend to use buckshot
on» And then, later in the book you hear that it has become the
McCaslin Hardware Store, that he’s taken a partner who is also a
hunter and fisherman; and the partner has gradually taken the
business over from him, though Ike sometimes appears in the store
when he isn’t off hunting or fishing. And finally the hardware store
passes into the hands of Jason Compson.
So, again, if he is an angel, he’s an ineffectual angel. We can pass
the judgment on him that, of the two deepest feelings Uncle Ike
had—the first for the wilderness and the second about the injustice
being done to the blacks in Mississippi—he didn’t succeed in saving
one acre of wilderness and, having given up
plantation and being
a man of no wealth and no influence except in the hunt, he was not
able to help the blacks in Mississippi. So that whatever happened
with him happened inside him. And that, again, has been the cause
of, oh, dear me, some very violent attacks on Uncle Ike. There’s one
reprinted in this book-called Ike McCaslin: Cop-Out, by David H.
Stewart. And what you might call the operative sentence reads as
follows: “What he achieves is little more than cheap self-satisfac
tion—-cheap because his basic urge is to gain peace and to escape,
which prevents him from finding solutions that really satisfy or are
really meaningful.” Well, Stewart makes dozens of errors in this
piece, which come just from careless reading—errors about giving
the money back to the descendants of Tomey’s Terrell, and other
mistakes about how old Ike was when he did various things. There’s
just a revelation that the man is reading carelessly. But he makes one
more important error, which is that he takes for granted that Uncle
Ike is a spokesman for the author himself; so when he’s condemning
Uncle Ike, he’s also condemning Faulkner.
Now, that question, whether or not Uncle Ike is speaking for
Faulkner, is quite a complicated question. One can’t say yes or no.
Faulkner would and did say no. He said, “ don’t have spokesmen in
my books.” He said, “I create characters.” He didn’t say “create,” he
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said, “I just put down characters, and they talk for themselves and I
don’t always approve of what they say but I let them say it.” And that
is true. His imagination was dramatic, almost Shakespearian. He
created these people; some of them spoke with more conviction than
others. But they didn’t necessarily say what Faulkner believed at the
time. This applies even to characters like Quentin Compson in
Absalom, Absalom!, who seems to be speaking for Faulkner, or to
Gavin Stevens or to all his favorite characters. No, Faulkner doesn’t
approve of them; he thinks they are real and he lets them talk for
themselves and he specifically disowned Uncle Ike in the sense of
speaking for him. But the question that I will return to, a little later,
is more complicated than that.
Faulkner passed judgment on Uncle Ike on two occasions. Once
he said, “Well, I think that a man ought to do more than just
repudiate; he should’ve been more affirmative instead of shunning
people.” And again he said, “Old Isaac, in a sense, said what a man
would, had turned apostate to his name and lineage, by weakly
relinquishing the land which was rightfully his.” That’s a pretty
severe judgment, and you can see it’s supported, in some respects, by
what Ike is doing when he appears in the later stories and novels.
And one might think, too, that Faulkner himself did not share Uncle
Ike’s relinquishment and repudiation. When his father died in 1932,
he became head of the Faulkner family, to watch out for his brothers
and their children, and he did this sometimes at a considerable
financial sacrifice. The question is, would he have had to go to
Hollywood and work there three or four years at a low salary,
squandering his talent on grade B movies for the most part? Would
he have had to do that without his sense of responsibility which
urged him not only to help the family but to keep up the land he now
owned, to keep up payments, mortgages, his farm out in the country
that you saw yesterday. So, for that, he sacrificed three or four years.
And it was a sacrifice that not only cost him dear but cost the world
dear, because there might have been other great books at the time
after finishing Go Down, Moses, which carried him in some respects
beyond any point that he had reached before. So, the land meant a
great deal to Faulkner, and the family meant a great deal. Responsi
bility meant a great deal, and he would never relinquish or abdicate
or resign.
But that again is not the whole story. Think of this, think of
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various things in him of the two systems of value. Simply because Ike
had no effect on the community, except to teach boys the laws of
hunting and the art of hunting and the duty of it—a little of the lore
that had passed down to him from Sam Fathers and to Sam Fathers
from the Indians who originally owned the land. Except for that,
one can trace few actual benefits to society of the life of Uncle Ike,
and yet I think there were benefits. There are benefits that are
intangible. He really did achieve a different level of consciousness.
And he really did live according to his lights, with a sort of inner
peace that one notes even in “Delta Autumn,” where he is very
unhappy about his kinsman.
And furthermore, we can say, “No, he is not Faulkner’s spokes
man,” and yet from the first time I read that fourth part of “The
Bear,” something about the very rhythms of the speech of young Ike
McCaslin to Cass Edmonds made me think that they represented
very deep feelings on the part of Faulkner. Starting out with the
conventional view of the blacks in Mississippi, as expressed in Sar
toris, published in 1929, gradually he was becoming more and more
troubled in conscience. And those conscientious questions affected
him—they must have affected him when he was writing what Uncle
Ike said about the injustice of the two races on the land; one of them
tied to the land, only one free. But the one tied to the land, they will
endure. And he made at that time, Ike did, an enormous statement.
Where is that? That enormous statement that—you know, it’s with
regard to the black race in Mississippi. The one that ends up, “They
endure.” And “They are better than we are”—that was the
enormous statement for Ike McCaslin to make or for Faulkner to
make at that time. And reading that passage, one comes more and
more to feel that Faulkner could not have written this unless it
represented a very deep feeling on his part. And then what if, at the
end of “Delta Autumn,” he does this sort of cop-out, in this sense,
that he decides that he hasn’t saved any of the wilderness, and then
he decides that there was just enough of it so that he and the
wilderness would live out and die together, he dying as the bear had
died, as Sam Fathers had died, when the last of the wilderness went.
But it wouldn’t be lost forever because all these things existed in the
deep, black soil, and were alive in the soil, just as Old Ben, the bear,
was really alive there; and they’d give him back his paws so the
wilderness all would be recreated in the myth of eternal return.
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Well, that’s a mythical compensation for a real loss, and yet it does
have poetic value, at least. And in that same passage of “Delta
Autumn,” there is one event that has to me tremendous symbolic
value, and if Faulkner hadn’t felt deeply some of the things that
Uncle Ike was saying, or young Ike was saying, to Cass Edmonds, I
don’t know that this symbol would have occurred to him, because at
the end there is the horn bound with silver that had once belonged to
General Compson and that General Compson had given to Ike and
that he had carried now for sixty years in the woods, until it has
become a sort of, what shall you say, almost a crown or a totem or a
cachina or an image of the spirit, you see, the mana of the family, the
virtue of the family. And Ike gives this hunter’s horn to the baby, the
illegitimate child of Roth and the granddaughter of Tennie’s Jim,
that by this act the author is suggesting that the mana and virtue of
the family have passed now from the white to the Negro line. In fact,
this baby is the last descendant of Old Carothers McCaslin, who took
the land in the beginning. And the two lines are once again united
there. Incidentally, there is a wonderful ending to the “Delta Au
tumn” when they come back to get a tarpaulin to haul a deer in on,
and Uncle Ike says, “Roth shot a deer. What kind of deer?” Oh, just
a deer.” And Uncle Ike says, “It was a doe.”
that, in the very last
line of the story, he’s tied together the two themes of Go Down, Moses:
the theme of injustice to the blacks and miscegenation on the one
side and the theme of the wilderness and the humility and pride and
courage demanded of the hunter on the other side. And just in that
one word, “doe,” it’s all summarized.
You know, since there’s a movie to be shown, I think I’ll cut my talk
for this evening short. I could talk more about Ike, but I’m not going
to. These are the important points, you see. The place where I was
weakest was in the lessons that Ike learns, learns in the wilderness
from Sam Fathers and which you must always watch out for, those
two words “humility” and “pride”—two words which Faulkner in his
person took very much to heart. I think he was the proudest man I
ever knew, and yet the pride went along with no false pride, even
with the sort of humility that he had also learned. And pride and
humility plus courage were learned from the wilderness.
And again, I should have told you that Cass Edmonds is not a
villain in here, that Faulkner is fair to his side of the argument, as
well as to Uncle Ike’s side, and, in fact, in his own person, leaned
more toward Cass Edmonds’ interpretation than toward Uncle Ike’s,
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at least in his life. And, one more thing that I might have said and
failed to develop is the changing in Faulkner, not only from 1930 to
December, 1941, when he actually finished “The Bear.” Now, “The
Bear” was finished just about the time of Pearl Harbor, an event
which deeply, deeply affected Faulkner, that affected everybody else
on earth at that time, but Faulkner more than others because he’s a
man of simple patriotism, outside of everything else. But after 1942,
instead of writing novels that were intensely private about the adven
tures, really the moral adventures of characters who are outside of
society—under society if they lived in Frenchman’s Bend, outside of
it if they were like Miss Reba and her house in Memphis—instead of
writing about characters like this, in Hollywood he became more and
more interested in public questions and more and more determined
to do his part and his best on those questions. Some of his letters
quoted in Mr. Blotner’s biography from Hollywood about the dis
crimination against the blacks are really very, very strong stuff. And
then from that time on, Faulkner became more a public man. And I
think that perhaps has something to do with his harsh judgment of
Uncle Ike. That is, he conceived Uncle Ike while he was still an
intensely private man; and after he became more interested in the
problems of the world and the problems of mankind and of his
country, then he judged Uncle Ike more harshly because Ike had
been so ineffective in everything.
One other point: Ike was less effective than his own father and
uncle—Uncle Buck and Uncle Buddy, who had really, by holding on
to their plantation and running it after a fashion, been very good to
the blacks whom they owned and whom they manumitted one after
another. They were effective; they were working in the world,
whereas the change in Ike was an internal thing. And those who set a
value on levels of consciousness and on the salvation of the indi
vidual will judge Ike more leniently or more admiringly than those
who require political action. It is rather as in colleges eight or ten
years ago, when the far-out young people were divided between the
Marxists and the Zen Buddhists. The Zen Buddhists would judge
Ike more admiringly than the Marxists would, would they not? I
think there is something to be said for both, and also I think that we
should hold the thing in balance and see that Faulkner, as an in
tensely dramatic writer, was trying to present a man for us to wonder
at, rather than to enforce a point of
Thank you.
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The Sister Figure and “Little Sister Death”
in the Fiction of William Faulkner
by Peggy Flynn

One of the greatest difficulties in any study of William Faulkner’s
fiction lies in the setting of limits. The sheer bulk of the material to be
considered was intimidating even before Joseph Blotner added ap
proximately eight pounds to it; still, the only viable approach to
Faulkner seems to be one which takes into consideration, implicitly
at least, the full scope of his fiction, then focuses upon an area
narrow enough to be handled in the time/space allotted. This paper
will attempt a brief categorization of Faulkner’s fictional women,
focusing upon that group which represents his most memorable and
characteristic female: the Sister figure, along with her alteridentity,
Little Sister Death.
Such a study of William Faulkner’s world and its people must
begin with recognition that it is, from first to last, a man’s world.
From the most imposing plantation house to the meanest sharecropper’s shack, from mountains to flatlands, in towns and hamlets
and piney woods, it is The Man, the white man, whose control is
absolute. The white men of Yoknapatawpha (like their counterparts
throughout the South) exercise the Divine Right of their caste. The
white female is used and exploited or tolerated and pampered,
depending upon whether she is a woman or a lady, but in neither
case is she considered to be of any real importance.
In Faulkner’s world it is the men who build towns and railroads
and personal empires, who fight gallantly and drink hugely, who
race horses and
planes, commit crimes and prosecute criminals,
who rob and cheat and lynch, or who behave nobly and hunt great
beasts in the vanishing wilderness. The women do a lot of waiting.
We see them clearly only in their relationships with men. The key
role for woman is, of course, submission. She is servant, sister,
mother, friend, wife or mistress to The Man, keeping his home clean
and his bed warm, but having no independent identity. Her role is
reflected in the expressed attitude of Faulkner’s men toward
Womankind, an amazed and amused tolerance.
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“Because women are wonderful: it doesn’t really matter what they
want or if they themselves even know what it is they think they
want.”1 (Gavin Stevens) “They lead beautiful lives, women.Lives not
only divorced from, but irrevocably excommunicated from, all real
ity.”2 (Jason Compson, Sr.) “You’ve got to make allowance for
women anyhow. Different from men. Born contrary; complain
when you don’t please ’em and complain when you do.”3 (Harry
Mitchell)
The only truly dominant Faulkner females are postmenopausal.
Having survived the years of male domination, his women may gain
extraordinary strength of character to become Managers, or slip
into the limbo of Nuisances or Ciphers. Younger women may be
designated as Sister figures, Primal females, and Utility figures, and
though few characters fit totally into one category, there are none
after Soldiers’ Pay in whom one set of characteristics does not pre
dominate.
The Primal is serene, bovine, bemused; the body type is constant:
a certain mammalian meatiness; including such seemingly diverse
figures as Genevieve Steinbauer (Mosquitoes), Eula Varner Snopes
(The Hamlet, The Town), and Lena Grove (Light in August). Faulkner’s
Utility females might also be called Victims, since these groupings
are posited solely on the basis of their members’ primary relation
ships with white adult males. These are the women who serve The
Man in one way or another, are used by him, but may never hope for
a meaningful human or social relationship with him. All young black
women belong to this set, as well as such characters as Emmy (Sol
diers’ Pay), Laverne Schumann (Pylon), and Ruby Goodwin (Sanctu
ary). Frequently the Utility female is stocky, a little masculine, with
blunt coarse hands and manners to match.
Among younger women, the third grouping is the one most
central to Faulkner’s writing: the Sister figure, complex and
uniquely Faulknerian. The strongest emotional attachment to
females which Faulkner’s men are likely to feel is not to mother, not
to wife or mistress, but to their sisters. Since sisters are the breeders
William Faulkner, The Mansion (New York: Vintage Books, 1959), p. 365.
2 William Faulkner, Absalom, Absalom! (New York: The Modern Library, 1946),
p. 191.
3
Faulkner, Sartoris (New York: Signet Classics, 1964), p. 161.
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of the future they must be kept pure, their “honor” guarded at all
costs. In Faulkner’s South there is nothing more important than
honor, and it subsists principally in three intangibles—the sanctity
of the Man’s word as his bond, the unblemished nature of his
courage, and the virgin purity of the woman chosen to bear his
legitimate children. Her role as breeder, or potential breeder, de
termines a woman’s status in the circumscribed world of Yoknapatawpha County. Through the bearing of children to carry on his
name, she gains her only real power over The Man.
Among female characters, concern for honor is one of those traits
which seems to appear only after menopause. It is always the brother
of the virgin, never the virgin herself, who fears for her loss of
maidenhood. Occasionally the role of brother is undertaken by a
male who is not a sibling, the decisive factor being the possessive and
protective attitude, and the air of highly structured intimacy which,
pushed to its limit, can suggest incest.
Both Margaret Powers and Cecily Saunders are Sister figures in
Faulkner’s first novel, but it is in Mosquitoes that the image is ex
ploited most candidly. Since the lengthy verbalization and less subtle
approach of this novel help in establishing the Sister concept, it will
be considered first.
The Sister is necessarily virginal, just as Faulkner’s Manager is
necessarily indomitable. Her body-type might be described as a
combination of the women of John Held and Aubrey Beardsley,
both of whom Faulkner admired. His own early drawings4 show the
strong influence of both men, and while he seems to have fancied
Beardsley more, his talent was of the Held variety. Lean and
epicene. These are key words for the Sister figure.
The sculptor Gordon, in Mosquitoes, is able to fashion for himself
an ideal Sister figure, one who does not change, and who cannot
betray him, for the very good reason that she is made of marble.
As you entered the room the thing drew your eyes: you turned sharply as to
sound, expecting movement. But it was marble, it could not move . . . mo
tionless and passionately eternal—the virginal breastless torso of girl,
4 Information concerning Faulkner’s brief career as an illustrator, including sam
ple drawings from various University of Mississippi publications, may be found in
William Faulkner: Early Prose and Poetry, compiled and introduced by Carvel Collins.
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headless, armless, legless, in marble temporarily caught and hushed yet
passionate still for escape, passionate and simple and eternal in the equivo
cal derisive darkness of the world.5

Gordon asserts, with almost frightening candor, “ ‘This is my femi
nine ideal: a virgin with no legs to leave me, no arms to hold me, no
head to talk to me.’ ”6 This marble virgin is the prototype for all
Sister figures to follow.
Ernest Talliaferro, one of the Faulkner males who is more talker
than doer, says, “ ‘Do you see what he has caught? . . . The Spirit of
youth, of something fine and hard and clean in the world: something
we all desire until our mouths are stopped with dust.’ ”7 The
novelist, Fairchild, compliments Gordon on his marble virgin:

 day fetish of virginity.
I see that you too have been caught by this modern
But you have this advantage over us: yours will remain inviolate without
your having to shut your eyes to its goings-on. You don’t have to make any
effort to keep yours from being otherwise. Very satisfactory. And very
unusual. The greatest part of man’s immolation of virginity is, I think,
composed of an alarm and a suspicion that someone else may be, as the term
is, getting it. 8

The kind of desire which males feel for the Sister figure is very
different from that which is felt for a Primal female—it is more
spiritual, less specifically carnal. Mrs. Maurier’s niece, Patricia
Robyn, is the living embodiment of Gordon’s virgin in all but its most
salient characteristic—Patricia is intensely alive and beyond the con
trol of any man. Like all of Faulkner’s Sister figures she is utterly
indifferent to the men who try to protect her and keep her as she is.
In addition to her real brother, Josh, Patricia has two admirers who
are strong brother figures—the artist Gordon, and a young steward
on the Nausikaa. “Gordon examined with growing interest her flat
breast and belly, her boy’s body which the poise of it and the thinness
of her arms belied. Sexless, yet somehow vaguely troubling. Perhaps
just young, like a calf or a colt.”9
Because Patricia is the first complete embodiment of the Sister,
5 William Faulkner, Mosquitoes (New York: Laurel Edition, 1965), pp. 10-11.
6Ibid.,
23.
7Ibid., p. 22.
8Ibid., p. 263.
9 Ibid., p. 21.
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and because her traits and characteristics are echoed throughout
Faulkner’s fiction, we will examine male characters’ reactions to her
in some detail.
. . . The sweet young curve of her shanks straight and brittle as the legs of
bird and ending in the twin inky splashes of her slippers.10
. . . the clean young odor of her,
that of young trees . . . her slim shape
and the impersonal revelation of her bare sexless knees.11

The odor of trees is a recurrent association with the Sister, almost
as much a part of her her virginity and her epicenity. It is Benjy, of
course, who makes the attribute most memorable, in the passionate
simplicity of his Sister memories: “Caddy smells like trees.” The thin
arms and straight “brittle” legs are typical. Much attention is paid to
these “sexless” legs, whereas legs are seldom emphasized in descrip
tions of the Primal female. Patricia, like most members of her Set, is
flat-chested. When she first sees Gordon’s marble virgin, this ex
change takes place:
She said irrelevantly, “Why hasn’t she anything here?” Her brown hand
flashed slimly across the high unemphasis of the marble’s breast, and with
drew.
“You haven’t much there yourself.” She met his steady gaze steadily. “Why
should it have anything there?”
“You’re right,” she agreed with the judicial complaisance of an equal. I see
Of course she shouldn’t. I didn’t quite—quite get it for moment.”12

Gordon’s attitude toward Particia
overtly at least, that of a big
brother. On one occasion he takes her across his knee and spanks
her, because he thinks she is behaving badly. The reveries of which
she is a part, however, are not entirely brotherly.
Although Fairchild does not become particularly involved with
Patricia, he makes some comments, during one of the many preg
nant conversations aboard the Nausikaa, which help to point up the
difference between Faulkner’s Sister and Primal figures. Presumably
he is contrasting the kind of woman then in vogue with older fash
ions, but both kinds of women exist in Faulkner’s fiction; there are
even both kinds aboard the yacht.
10Ibid., p. 17.
11Ibid.,
19.
12Ibid., p. 21.
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“Their strange sexless shapes, you know,” he went on. “We, you and I, grew
up expecting something beneath a woman’s dress. Something satisfying in
the way of breasts and hips and such. But now—Do you remember the
pictures you used to get in packages of cigarettes, or that you saw in
magazines in barber shops? Anna Held and Eva Tanguay with shapes like
elegant parlor lamp chimneys? Where are they now? Now, on the street,
what do you see? Creatures with the uncomplex awkwardness of calves or
colts, with two little knobs for breasts and indicated buttocks that, except for
their soft look, might well belong to a boy of fifteen. Not satisfying any more;
just exciting and monotonous. And mostly monotonous. Where,” he con
tinued “are the soft bulging rabbit-like things women used to have inside
their clothes? Gone, with the poor Indian and ten-cent beer and cambric
drawers. But still, they are kind of nice, these young
kind of like thin
monotonous flute music or something.”13

The young steward, David, forms an attachment for Patricia
which more closely resembles adoration than love. Faulkner charac
terizes his yearning as dumb and doglike.14 David allows Patricia to
persuade him to run away with her, and they set out on foot, like two
children on a lark, into the mosquito-infested swamplands of coastal
Louisiana. The journey is a nightmare which might have ended in
tragedy ifMosquitoes had been that kind of book. David gives Patricia
his shirt to ward off the swarms of vicious mosquitoes, and carries
her on his back when she tires, remaining dumb and doglike to the
end. When they have found their way back to the yacht, after Patricia
has returned to her cabin—and her world—David’s hopeless long
ing for her is revealed in a way which is reminiscent of another of
Faulkner’s grieving brothers:
It was David, the steward. He sat on a coiled rope and he held something in
his hands, between his knees. When Fairchild stopped beside him David
raised his head slowly into the moonlight and gazed at the older man,
making no effort to conceal that which he held. Fairchild leaned nearer to
see. It was a slipper, single slipper, cracked and stained with dried mud
and disreputable, yet seeming still to hold in its mute shape something of
that hard and sexless graveness of hers. After a while David looked away,
gazing out again across the dark water and its path of shifting silver, holding
the slipper between his hands; and without speaking Fairchild turned and
went quickly away.15
13Ibid.,
198.
14:Ibid., pp. 136-137.
15Ibid., p. 194.
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Two final physical characteristics common to members of the
Sister Set are gray eyes (Patricia’s are “opague as smoke”16), and hair
of an indeterminate color which Faulkner says is “not yellow and not
brown.” As early as 1925, in one of the New Orleans Sketches
entitled “The Kid Learns,” there was a girl named Mary, a clear
Sister figure:
Down the street she came, swinging her flat young body
all the awk
ward grace of youth, swinging her thin young arms; beneath her hat he saw
hair neither brown nor gold, and gray eyes. Clean as colt she swung past
him . . .17

The young tough named Johnny appoints himself Mary’s protec
tor after seeing her only once on the street, and gives his life to
protect her from “the Wop,” a Capone-like villain. When Johnny is
shot the metamorphosis occurs which we are to see repeated with
increasing subtleness throughout Faulkner’s fiction—the transfor
mation of Little Sister into Little Sister Death:
Why, say, here she was again beside him, with her young body all shining
and her hair that wasn’t brown and wasn’t gold and her eyes the color of
sleep; but she was somehow different at the same time.
“Mary?” said Johnny tentatively.
“Little Sister Death,” corrected the shining one, taking his hand.18

Carvel Collins, in his excellent introduction to the collected New
Orleans Sketches, calls attention to Faulkner’s use of this figure from
St. Francis of Assisi, and cites two other examples from unpublished
materials:
This use of the addition which the dying St. Francis made to the ‘Canticle of
Creatures’ was to reappear in Faulkner’s work. In general way it seems
already to have been in his poem ‘The Lilacs,’ published in The Double Dealer
in June, 1925, but written much earlier. More significant use of it is in the
later, unpublished work titled Mayday: when Sir Galwyn of Arthgyl, rid of
Hunger, the companion who has been on his right hand, and of Pain, the
companion who has been on his lefthand, approaches his end at the stream,
he sees St. Francis and gladly joins the shining maiden who he learns is Little
Sister Death.19
16Ibid., p. 21.
17 William Faulkner, New Orleans Sketches (Rutgers University Press, 1958), p. 163.
18Ibid.., p. 167.
19 Carvel Collins, Introduction to New Orleans Sketches,
29.
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Collins remarks on the echoes of this scene in Quentin Compson’s
death, but pursues the idea no further. We will note the Little Sister
Death relationship, in varying degrees of subtlety, in several more of
Faulkner’s works.
Going back to Soldiers' Pay, we find two young women who are
clearly Sister figures, although one (Cecily Saunders) has more than
a little of the Primal female in her nature. In this novel Faulkner
seems not yet to have fully developed and separated out the female
who is to be more bovine than epicene in later works. The women
who play out roles similar to Cecily’s in later fiction are invariably
Primal figures.
Margaret Powers has already given up her virginity when we meet
her, and has slipped into the role of Little Sister Death. Her first
husband was killed in France shortly after their marriage; she mar
ries Donald Mahon to give him an easier death, and refuses to marry
Sargeant Gilligan pardy because of this death-cycle which seems to
attend her. She tells Gilligan, “. . .. I have been married twice al
ready, with damn little luck either time, and I just haven’t the
courage to risk it again ... If I married you you’d be dead in a year,
Joe. All the men that marry me die, you know.’ ”20
Margaret’s physical appearance differs drastically from that of
other Set members, but there are also similarities.
She was dark. Had Gilligan and Lowe ever seen an Aubrey Beardsley, they
would have known that Beardsley would have sickened for her: he had
drawn her so often dressed in peacock hues, white and slim and depraved
among meretricious trees and impossible marble fountains.21

When Gilligan admonishes her about the unseemliness of her
position in the Mahon household before she marries Donald, Mar
garet exhibits that indifference to reputation which is evident in all
of Faulkner’s young women:
“They’ll think you are one of them French what-do-you-call-’ems the Loot
brought back with him. Your good name won’t be worth nothing after these
folks get through with it.”
My good name is your trouble, not mine, Joe.”
“My trouble? How do you mean?”
20Faulkner, Soldiers’ Pay
21 Ibid., pp. 23-24.
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“Men are the ones who worry about our good names, because they gave
them to us. But we have other things to bother about, ourselves. What you
mean by a good name is like a dress that’s too flimsy to wear comfortably.”22

Joe Gilligan settles for a brother-role in Margaret’s life, attending
her with the inarticulate yearning which Sister figures inspire in all
kinds of men. We see Margaret at a later stage of development than
most of Faulkner’s Sister figures, and she has attained a kind of bleak
serenity, an emotional stasis similar to that attained by Temple
Drake in Requiem for a Nun,
Cecily Saunders is another rich source of Sister-characteristics,
being a virgin with the typically epicene and treelike body:
She was like a flower stalk or a young tree relaxed against the table: there was
something so fragile, so impermanent. . . yet strong withal as a poplar is
strong through very absence of strength, about her . . ,23
. . . her slightly rough voice, like a tangle of golden wires . . .24

The light passing through her fine hair gave her a halo and lent her frail
dress a fainting nimbus about her crumpling body like a stricken poplar.25
. . . Cecily clothed delicately in a silver frock, fragile as spun glass . . . The
light falling diffidently on her, felt her arm, her short body, suavely indi
cated her long virginal legs.26
Her hand seemed to melt into his yet remain without volition, her hand
unawaked in his and her body also sleeping, crushed softly about with her
fragile clothing. Her long legs, not for locomotion, but for the studied
completion of rhythm carried to its nth\ compulsion of progress, move
ment; her body created for all men to dream after. A poplar, vain and pliant,
trying attitude after attitude, gesture after gesture . . . Her unseen face
nimbused with light and her body, which was no body, crumpling a dress
that had been dreamed. Not for maternity, not even for love: thing for the
eye and the mind. Epicene, he thought, feeling her
bones, the bitter
nervousness latent in her flesh.27

As we noted in Mosquitoes, Faulkner does a good deal of “spelling
things out” in the early fiction. In Soldiers' Pay he leads three charac
73.
22Ibid.,
2*Ibid., p. 56.
57.
24Ibid.,
25Ibid., p. 66.
133.
26Ibid.,
156.
27Ibid.,

p.
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ters into a discussion of the Sister word “epicene.” Margaret Powers
Mahon is discussing Cecily with the perennially lecherous Januarius
Jones, in Gilligan’s presence.
Mr. Jones says that to make love to Miss Saunders would be epicene.”
“Epicene? What’s that?”
“Shall I
him, Mr. Jones, or will you?”
Certainly. You intend to anyway, don’t you?”.
“Epicene is something you want and can’t get, Joe.”28

Cecily has a brother, but he is too young to be worried about her
virginity. The guardian role is played by George Farr, who also
becomes lover and then husband.
The three women, then—Patricia Robyn, Margaret Powers, and
Cecily Saunders, are early examples of Faulkner’s Sister figure, and
we can see her influence in his writing even before the first novel.
She is to play a major role in The Sound and the Fury and Sanctuary,
lesser though still important roles in Absalom, Absalom!, The Town, The
Mansion, and in a number of short stories.
Caddy Compson is, in many ways, Faulkner’s most successful
development of the Sister figure, and certainly the most subtle. She
is a sympathetic character, although it would be hard to say exactly
why we feel this way about her. Faulkner made no secret of his
partiality to Caddy. “To me she was the beautiful one, she was my
heart’s darling.”29 Her love and concern for Benjy certainly influ
ence us in Caddy’s behalf, well as the courage which Faulkner so
admired. Integrity” seems as good a word as any to describe the
singular quality which draws us to Caddy, even as we recognize the
essential waste and chaos involved in what Faulkner describes as her
“doom.” Probably we are also influenced by the fact that Jason hates
her, since Jason is as rotten a human being and as poor a judge of
character as one is likely to find.
The Sound and the Fury contains no physical description of Caddy in
the usual terms of height, build, hair color, and so forth. Her
brothers’ reactions to her are emotional, subjective; the physical
Caddy is simply taken for granted. The two brothers whom she loves
make impossible demands on her, but are no more capable of giving
28 Ibid., pp. 200-201.
29Frederick L. Gwynn and Joseph L. Blotner, eds., Faulkner
York: Vintage Books, 1965), p. 6.
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her real love than are the other members of the family. Both Benjy
and Quentin insist, in their separate ways, that Caddy remain virgin;
they want to stop time, keeping her in the Sister role forever. When
she had gone from them, Benjy settles for one of her slippers, and
Quentin turns to her dark shadow, Little Sister Death.
Quentin’s thoughts and reveries during his last day of life pro
vide insight into the intense and often hazardous Sister-brother
relationship:
Because women so delicate so mysterious Father said. Delicate equilibrium
of periodical filth between two moons balanced. Moons he said full and
yellow as harvest moons her hips her thighs. Outside outside of them always
out. Yellow. Feetsoles with walking like. Then know that some man that all
those mysterious and imperious concealed. With all that inside of them
shapes an outward suavity waiting for a touch to. Liquid putrefaction like
drowned things floating like pale rubber
filled getting the odour of
honeysuckle all mixed up.30

Although Quentin is not the only one of Faulkner’s males to think of
woman’s menses as “filth,” he is the only one whose obsession with
his own sister’s sexuality drives him to madness.
And Father said it’s because you are a virgin: don’t you see? Women are
never virgins. Purity is a negative state and therefore contrary to nature. It’s
nature is hurting you and not Caddy and I said That’s just words and he said
So is virginity and I said You don’t know. You can’t know and he said Yes.
On the instant when we come to realize that tragedy is secondhand.31

In the South you are ashamed of being a virgin. Boys. Men. They lie about it.
Because it means less to women, Father said. He said it was men invented
virginity not women. Father said it’s like death: only state in which the
others are left and I said, But to believe it doesn’t matter and he said, That’s
what’s so sad about anything: not only virginity, and I said, Why couldn’t it
have been me and not her who is unvirgin and he said, That’s why that’s sad
too; nothing is even worth the changing of it, and Shreve said if he’s got
better sense than to chase after the dirty little sluts and I said
you ever
have sister? Did
Did you?32
Like Father said down the long and lonely lightrays you might see Jesus
30 William Faulkner, The Sound
147.
31
.,
135.
32 Ibid., pp. 97-98.

the Fury (New York: Modern Library, 1946),
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walking, like. And the good Saint Francis that said Little Sister Death, that
never had a sister.33

Quentin tortures himself with thoughts of how he might have
prevented or nullified Caddy’s giving herself to Dalton Ames. At one
point he wishes that he might have been Dalton’s mother, so that he
could have prevented Dalton’s conception: If I could have been his
mother lying with open body lifted laughing, holding his father with
my hand refraining, seeing, watching him die before he lived.”34
Another equally grotesque idea is that he might have told his father
that he, not Dalton Ames, was the father of Caddy’s unborn child.
Then he and Caddy would have been united in a sin so terrible that
no one could part them. It is interesting to note that Quentin never
wishes he had actually committed incest with Caddy, only that he
had said that he did.
we did how can you not know it if
wait I’ll tellyou how it was it was a crime we
did a terrible crime it cannot be hid you think it can but wait poor Quentin youve never
done that have you and I’ll tell you how it was I’ll tell Father then itll have to be because
you love Father then we'll have to go away amid the pointing and the horror the clean
flame I'll make you say we did . . ,35

Like all the bells that ever rang still ringing in the long dying light-rays and
Jesus and Saint Francis talking about his sister. Because if it were just to hell;
if that were all of it. Finished. If things just finished themselves. Nobody else
there but her and me. If we could just have done something so dreadful that
they would have fled hell except us. I have committed incest I said Father it was I
it was, not Dalton Ames . . .36 If it couldjust be a hell beyond that: the clean flame the
two of us amid the
the horror beyond the clean flame 37

Faulkner’s introduction of the little Italian girl into Quentin’s
death-wandering is a masterful touch of irony—“a little dirty child
with eyes like a toy bear’s and two patent-leather pigtails.”38 Quen
tin’s first words to her are, “Hello, sister,” and while this was an
accepted form of address for girl-children in the South in Quentin’s
day, it was uncommon enough that its use in this particular situation
33Ibid.,
34Ibid.,
35Ibid.,
36 Ibid.,
37Ibid.,
38Ibid.,

p. 96.
p. 99.
p. 167.
pp. 98-99.
p. 135.
p. 144.
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is significant. The irony is that while Quentin lost his own sister to a
seducer, an irate older brother is to accuse him of molesting this
young, girl who follows him against his will. At the moment of
Quentin’s tragedy, we are made to see the essential absurdity of the
role which he has chosen to play through to its finish.
Temple Drake (Sanctuary) is another of Faulkner’s fully developed
Sister figures, a natural descendent of Cecily Saunders, with none of
the courage or integrity which made Caddy admirable. Like Cecily,
Temple is redhaired, with the same thin arms and long “blond”39
legs, the same coltish awkwardness. Faulkner speaks of“.. . her high
delicate head and her bold painted mouth and soft chin, her eyes
blankly right and left looking, cool, predatory and discreet.”40 Tem
ple’s father and four natural brothers protect her as best they can
from improper and immoral influences; when she beyond their
help Gowan Stevens takes over; and when he gets too drunk to
remember chivalry, the simple-minded Tommy attempts to shelter
her.
Temple looked at him. They looked at one another soberly, like two chil
dren or
dogs. “What’s your name?”
My name’s Tawmmy,” he said. “Hit ain’t no need to fret.”41

We are reminded briefly of Benjy as Tommy takes special notice of
Temple’s “slippers.”
She stopped and stood on alternate legs, holding to Gowan, and removed
her slippers. The man watched her, looking at the
 slippers.

“Durn if I could git ere two of my fingers into one of them things,” he said.
“Kin I look at em?” She
him one. He turned it slowly in his hand. Durn
my hide,” he
He looked at Temple again with his pale, empty gaze. His
hair grew innocent and straw-like bleached on the crown, darkening about
his ears and neck in untidy curls. She’s right tall
too,” he said. “With
them skinny legs of hern. How much she weigh?” Temple extended her
hand. He returned the slipper slowly, looking at her . . .42

It is in Tommy’s efforts to shield Temple from the advances of the
39 William Faulkner, Sanctuary (New York: Modern Library, 1932),
40 Ibid., p. 32.
41Ibid., p. 48.
42Ibid.,
47.
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other men that she becomes, for him, Little Sister Death. Popeye kills
him to get to Temple. After Temple’s corruption is complete she
leads another man—Alabama Red—to death at Popeye’s hands.
Despite everything that happens to Temple, and her obvious will
ingness to let it happen, her father and brothers close ranks about
her when she returns from Memphis, protecting the Sister long after
there is anything worth protecting. Temple enters the court
room to give false testimony which brings still another man—Lee
Goodwin—to his death. When she has testified, her father escorts
her from the witness stand:
Half way down the aisle the girl stopped again, slender in her smart open
coat, her blank face rigid, then she moved on, her hand in the old man’s.
They returned down the aisle, the old man erect beside her, looking to
neither side . . . Again the girl stopped. She began to cringe back, her body
arching slowly, her arm taughtening in the old man’s grasp. He bent toward
her, speaking; she moved again, in that shrinking and rapt abasement. Four
younger men were standing stiffly erect near the exit. They stood like
soldiers, staring straight ahead until the old man and the girl reached them.
Then they moved and surrounded the other two, and in close body, the
girl hidden among them, they moved toward the door. Here they stopped
again; the girl could be seen shrunk against the walljust inside the door, her
body arched again. She appeared to be clinging there, then the five bodies
hid her again and again in a close body the group passed through the door
and disappeared.43

Eight years later Temple Drake Stevens is to admit what readers of
Sanctuary suspected all along—that she could have escaped from
Popeye if she had wanted to; that she had been actively seeking evil
when it fell into her life by accident. Requiemfor a Nun does not give
us any fuller understanding of Temple; she is merely permitted to
purge herself of some of the old guilt, and to return to the conven
tional world which she had once flouted.
In the novel Absalom, Absalom! Faulkner created a classic Sister in
Judith Sutpen. The novel revolves around her possible marriage,
and the subsequent death at her brother’s hand of the man she was
to marry.
Henry, Judith’s brother, not only selects the man with whom
Judith is to fall in love, but also participates actively in the romance,
he himself loving Charles Bon with what Faulkner calls “. . . that
43Ibid. pp. 347-348.
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complete and abnegant devotion which only a youth, never a
woman, gives to another youth or man. . . . ”44 It may be that the
relationship between Henry and Bon is the ultimate and inevitable
result of obsessive concern for the Sister-virgin.
Yes, he loved Bon, who seduced him as surely as he seduced Judith—the
country boy born and bred . . . Henry was the provincial, the clown almost,
given to instinctive and violent action rather than to thinking who
have
been conscious that his fierce provincial’s pride in his sister’s virginity was a
false quantity which must incorporate itself in an inability to endure in order
be precious, to exist, and so must depend upon its loss, absence, to have
existed at all. In fact, perhaps this is the pure and perfect incest: the brother
realizing that the sister’s virginity must be destroyed in order to have existed
at all, taking that virginity in the person of the brother-in-law, the man
whom he would be if he could become, metamorphose into the sister, the
mistress, the bride. Perhaps that is what went on, notin Henry’s mind, but in
his soul.45

Of course it is necessary to remember that this passage is a part of
Mr. Compson’s account of the Sutpen debacle, and that, in keeping
with the texture of the entire book, he is interpreting past events as
he imagines them to have been. For our purposes, however, the
material is valuable even if it represents no more than a male attitude
which might possibly have existed in truth between the young men
in question. In other words, the very fact that Mr. Compson can
seriously pose the theory means that Faulkner regarded such rela
tionships as an accepted part of the culture. Compson further specu
lates that Charles Bon was an active participant in the three-way
romance.
It was because Bon not only loved Judith after his fashion but he loved
Henry too and I believe in a deeper sense than merely after his fashion.
Perhaps in his fatalism he loved Henry the better of the two, seeing perhaps
in the sister merely the shadow, the woman vessel with which to consummate
the
whose actual object was the youth—,46

Faulkner uses this man’s concept of this relationship to make quite
clear something which the careful reader of his fiction has suspected
on many occasions—that the individual Sister-female is of no impor
44Ibid., p. 107.
45Ibid., p. 96.
46Ibid.} pp. 107-108.
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tance whatever; that she exists only as a kind of unavoidable X-factor
in an equation whose principals are men; and that the ideal love
relationship would be one in which the male never touches the
female—in which he despoils, instead, the mind and the “soul” of
her brother.
... as I said before, it was not Judith who was the object of Bon’s love or of
Henry’s solicitude. She was just the blank shape, the empty vessel in which
each of them strove to preserve, not the illusion of himself nor his illusion of
the other but what each conceived the other to believe him to be—the man
and the youth, seducer and seduced, who had known one another, seduced
and been seduced, victimized in turn each by the other, conqueror van
quished by his own strength, vanquished conquering by his own weakness,
before Judith came into their joint lives even by so much as girlname.47

The circle of incest is made complete by the eventual revelation that
Charles Bon, beloved of Henry Sutpen, Judith’s fiancee, is also their
Negro half-brother. Henry kills Bon, Bon allows himself to be killed,
and the permanence of Judith’s virginity is thus assured.
Another of Faulkner’s original and intriguing female characters,
Linda Snopes (Kohl), is a persistent Sister figure for Gavin Stevens
—as a child and young lady in The Town, and as a woman in The
Mansion. Being the daughter of Faulkner’s most magnificent Primal
figure, Linda lives somewhat in her mother’s shadow, and is more
often described in terms of what she is not than of what she is. She is
not another Eula. As V. K. Ratliff comments, “. . . being Helen of
Troy’s daughter was kind of like being say the ex-Pope of Rome or
the ex-Emperor of Japan: there wasn’t much future to it.”48
Linda becomes Little Sister Death for her husband, a Jewish
sculptor who is killed while fighting beside her in the Spanish Civil
War. Upon her return to Jefferson as a widow, Charles Mallison says
of her: “She was tall for a woman, so tall she didn’t have much
shape . . . but then I don’t know: women like that and once you get
their clothes off they surprise you. . . .”49 Linda becomes the agent of
death for her own stepfather before leaving Jefferson forever. In
Gavin Stevens’ relationships with Linda and her mother can be seen
Faulkner’s clearest and most complete enunciation of the male47 Ibid., pp. 119-120.
48 William Faulkner, The Mansion,
49Ibid., pp. 194 and 198.
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female dichotomy, but such a study is beyond the scope of this paper.
Turning finally to Faulkner’s short stories, we find several mem
bers of the Sister Set, and though their characters are obviously less
fully drawn than those in the novels, some similarities are clear.
Susan Reed, of Hair,” Louise King, of “Dr. Martino,” and Elly,
whose name is also the title of her story, belong in this group.
Susan Reed is a child when her story begins; “(she was a thin little
girl then, with big scared eyes and this straight, soft hair not blonde
and not brunette).”50 Susan grows up “too fast.”
She would come to the shop for haircut, all painted up, in some kind of
little flimsy off-color clothes that showed her off, with her face watchful and
bold and discreet all at once, and her hair gummed and twisted about her
face. But even the stuff she put on it couldn’t change that brown-yellow
color. Her hair hadn’t changed at all.51

Hawkshaw, the barber, looks after her through her childhood, be
lieves only the best of her even after she has become notoriously
wayward. “It’s not that she was bad. There’s not any such thing as a
woman born bad, because they are all born bad, born with the
badnessa in them. The thing
to get them married before the
badness comes to a natural head.”52 Hawkshaw marries Susan. Thir
teen years earlier he had been engaged to marry a girl who resem
bled her: “They told me she was one of those thin, unhealthy
girls . . . with a lot of straight hair not brown and not yellow.”53
Hubert Jarrod, the young man who is to marry Louise King, is
attracted to and puzzled by her from their first meeting:
He thought about her quite a lot on the return train—a thin, tense, dark girl.
“That to come out of Mississippi,” he thought. “Because she’s got it: kid
born and bred in Mississippi swamp.” He did not mean
appeal. He
could not have been fooled by that alone, who had been three years now at
New Haven, belonging to the right clubs and
and with money to spend.
And besides, Louise was a little on the epicene. What he meant was quality
of which he was not yet consciously aware: beyond-looking, passionate
sense for and belief in immanent change to which the rhinoceroslike suf
ficiency of his Yale and oil-well veneer was little impervious at first.54
50 William Faulkner, Collected Stones (New York: Random House, 1950), p. 141.
51Ibid.,
135.
52 Ibid., p. 133.
53Ibid„ p. 139.
54Ibid., p. 565.
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Louise is literally Little Sister Death for the ill and aging Dr. Martino.
In some mysterious way which Faulkner never defines, the doctor
has become dependent upon Louise for his very existence; he dies
quietly on the afternoon when she runs away with Hubert.
There is no detailed physical description of Ailanthia (Elly), but
we are reminded of Temple Drake by the perverse intensity of her
nature. She defies her grandmother by associating with a young man
who is presumed to be part Negro, and brings about his death (as
well as her grandmother’s) when he refuses to marry her. Like
Temple, she reacts with shallow pettiness even in her moment of
tragedy. “ ‘Something happened,’ she whimpered. ‘He hit me. And
now they are dead; it’s me that’s hurt, and nobody will come.’ She
moaned a little, whimpering.”55
One final member of the Sister Set is Faulkner’s marvelously
comic “maiden-lady,” Miss Sophonsiba Beauchamp, in the short
story “Was.” The story itself is a lighthearted study of the mores and
taboos surrounding the Sister-virgin in Faulkner’s South. We see
Miss Sophonsiba through the eyes of a young boy:
Then they stood in the hall, until presently there was ajangling and swishing
noise and they began to smell the perfume, and Miss Sophonsiba came down
the stairs. Her hair was roached under lace cap; she had on her Sunday
dress and beads and red ribbon around her throat and litde nigger girl
carrying her fan and he stood quietly step behind Uncle Buck, watching
her lips until they opened and he could see the roan tooth. He had never
known anyone before with roan tooth and he remembered how one time
his grandmother and his father were talking about Uncle Buddy and Uncle
Buck and his grandmother said that Miss Sophonsiba had matured into a
fine-looking woman once. Maybe she had. He didn’t know. He wasn’t but
nine.56

When Uncle Buck ventures into Miss Sophonsiba’s room and bed
one night by mistake, her brother Hubert declares that they must be
married.
This decision is reaffirmed when Hubert beats Uncle Buck in poker game
in which the stakes are $500 against Sophonsiba—low hand to get Sophon-

55Ibid.,
223.
56 William Faulkner, The Portable Faulkner (New York: The Viking Press, 1946),
pp. 110-111.
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siba . . . When Uncle Buddy arrives, he induces Hubert to play another
hand and wins his brother’s freedom from the betrothal. . .57

Uncle Buck has won a battle, but
Sophonsiba wins the war. We
learn in “The Bear” that the two were eventually married.
Only with Miss Sophonsiba does Faulkner assay a light and irrev
erent approach to the Sister figure. She is primarily a creature of
doom, however fragile and shallow she may appear; a curiously
haunting Beardsley-Held composite, miscast for tragedy. She
might be said to epitomize unliberated woman, and while Faulkner’s
representation of her approaches perfection, he most certainly did
Miss
not invent her. Rather, he held his incomparable mirror to the
society which produced her, a society which verbalized its most
virulent fear in the simplistic phrase, “Would you want your sister to
marry one—?”
Finally, the paradox inherent in Faulkner’s use of the figure from
Francis is worth noting here. Recognizing his own approaching
death, the good saint reached out to embrace this experience, wel
coming death with abiding faith, as a beloved sister. Conversely,
Faulkner began with the pleasant and familiar figure of the little
sister, transforming her, by means of a dark and perverted love, into
a symbol of pain and death. St. Francis saw in death a Little Sister.
Faulkner saw in the little sister—Death.

57 Robert W. Kirk and Marvin Klotz, Faulkner’s People (University of California
Press, 1963),
236.
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MC:
EH:
EK:
RO:
Q:

Malcolm Cowley
Evans Harrington
Elizabeth Kerr
Robert Oesterling
Questioners from the Audience

EH:

Let me begin by telling you something of how this film came
to be made, and then I will ask for some comments from the
panel members. In 1964 Mr. Oesterling asked me if I’d be
interested in writing a script for a film on William Faulkner,
and I certainly was. I never had really thought of doing such a
thing; though I’d written some fiction, I’d never thought of
writing any film scripts. But I had been a Faulkner watcher
and a Faulknerland explorer without knowing it exactly.
When I’d go hunting or fishing, I’d see something that would
remind me of a scene in a book. And when we began to talk
about it, I suddenly discovered I’d been making a great deal
of preparation for this, and it wasn’t much trouble to write the
script at all. The writing took about a month, and the filming
nine to ten more.
As it happens, Mr. Cowley saw this film at its premiere in
1965. Maybe you would like to make a comment, Mr. Cowley.
Well, this is about Faulkner and the country. You know, I’ve
worked at times, and I’ve worked unsuccessfully, on this idea,
not about Faulkner alone but about many others. There’s
something in the human mind that refuses to allow that mind
to be completely at home in a landscape until that landscape
has been vivified by the human imagination. Not necessarily
by genius, sometimes just by the people of the countryside,
slowly surrounding it with stories. And as you pass a house,
they say, “Yes, this is where poor Abby Turner lived. And did
I ever tell you ...” Sometimes an author of genius does this
work so much that it affects the history of the whole

RO:

MC:
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neighborhood, a region, or even a country. For example,
Scotland, as it was known in the nineteenth century, was
partly a creation of Sir Walter Scott. Sir Walter Scott should
have been the patron saint of every innkeeper and hotel
keeper in Scotland because he brought the tourists to Scot
land by the millions. In this country, so many of our authors
have lacked sense of locality that not
much of the same
thing has been done; but in the nineteenth century Nathaniel
Hawthorne, who was steeped in Sir Walter Scott, who read
each new novel as it appeared, and then read them all again
aloud to his family—Hawthorne did something of the same
thing for New England. And
successor to Hawthorne,
Faulkner has done something like that for northeastern Mis
sissippi, a district that was, except by Mississippians, dispar
aged, looked down on. It’s the country of the uneducated, of
the poor white, of the lowest reading capabilities in the na
tion, of the smallest per capita income, of the greatest pre
judice. Who wants to go to Mississippi?
And now with, not with one stroke of his pen, God knows,
but year after year, elaborating the legend of Yoknapatawpha
County, suddenly he has surrounded this country with the
human values that the mind needs to take it in. And so we are
here.
EH: I feel I should say that Dr. Kerr, though she is from Wiscon
sin, has been here with us so often, and has gone with me into
the county so many times, that I feel she is especially qualified
to talk about this film and its relationship. to the land. In
looking at the film now, and since 1965 when you first saw it,
do you have any thoughts about it, Elizabeth?
EK: Well, first of all, it seemed even better to me this time than it
did in 1965.1 think that the handling of mood and the sense
of the poetry of the scenes and so forth were beautifully done,
and the light effects—all of those enhance it. But it’s the kind
of thing Faulkner wrote about. Remember the bit about the
jonquil thunder, for example. And I think that the coverage
of the essential aspects of the country was very well done. My
experience with going around the country with Mr. Har
rington has been fantastic because every time we do it, we
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discover something new that is right straight out of Faulkner
that neither of us was, well, really looking for. But it’s there all
of a sudden. And I am convinced that if I came, if I lived here,
and would spend all my time going around looking for
Faulknerian parallels, that I’d never exhaust them. He was
simply saturated with the country and all sorts of details; even
the most fantastic, you’ll find, are simply based on fact. Like
searching for buried treasure or the gold finding machine.
They did it up at Dutchman’s Bend; that wasn’t fiction. And
that’s what we always find out, and I’m convinced that there’s
practically nothing in Faulkner that doesn’t have a germ of
reality that he was conscious of but that he was interpreting
and bringing to life by his imagination in a way that made it
memorable where people who knew it was a fact had never
paid any attention to it. And that’s the sort of thing Mr.
Cowley was speaking about—what happens to a region when
someone illuminates it with the imagination and makes
people realize what is there. And I think this film does that
beautifully in giving a feeling of the unique character of this
part of the country.
Q: I was wondering, according to what Dr. Kerr just said, how
much of the stylistic experimenter Faulkner was. He could
really recognize the land, subjects and all, but the way he put
the stories down differs from book to book a lot, oftentimes
from story to story. He’s talking about rediscovering the land
constantly, always finding something new. Now, what is the
correlation there? That he felt like each time he went to put a
story down he had to find a different way of putting it down?
EK: Yes, I think that that is true in that you rarely see things
simply through the eyes of the author. You see them, more
frequently than not, through the eyes of a character. But the
. amazing thing about Faulkner is that when you put together
all these different views, from all these private visions, you get
an overall impression. One kind of distorted vision will be
corrected by another kind of distorted vision say, and what
you come up with at the end is the synthesis that absorbs the
different styles and the different points of view, in a fashion
that is practically unparalleled in literature because nobody
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but Faulkner ever did this, with as small an area, as small a
population, over actually a fairly limited period of time. Re
member how little of the action took place before 1900.
I’d like to comment on something that is involved with what
Mr. Cowley said and with this question that has just been
asked. It’s a fairly simple thing, and yet it seems to me ex
tremely important. I suppose that’s one reason this film was
written in the way it was. There is no substitute, no matter
how many different points of view, how many different ideas,
and so forth—there is no substitute for a gift of phrase that
can express what is widely seen, but not—well, Pope said,
“what oft was thought but ne’er so well expressed.” The “hot,
still, pinewiney silence of the August afternoon.” When that
phrase is there, many of us who have smelled, heard, felt,
absorbed it, know that’s what it is, and that is what makes
sense. We were talking about something similar earlier today.
One historian was cited, who was doing a high, rhetorical,
romantic thing, and Faulkner was doing a high, rhetorical,
somewhat romantic thing, but he did it so much better. In one
way it’s simple: he could write. But, in another way, it’s all
important. And when I saw these things, when I saw a house
and it had been described, I remembered, and it was that way!
He had created my vision of it, which is partly what Mr.
Cowley was saying, I think. And this could even get into
Wallace Stevens’ idea of the artist’s creating a reality for his
time that can be believed, by imbuing with his imagination the
reality’s quotidian—and making that quotidian something
else. It’s an interesting subject, too; I found it in doing this
film. Incidentally, some of you may have noticed that last
segment—this was interesting to me, I never had noticed it
before I began to reach for what I wanted. I wanted the
seasons and cycle of days. And I remembered the seasons
were in The Hamlet; and I also remembered that what I
thought, before I ever read it in Cleanth Brooks, was the most
beautiful passage of prose poetry in modern literature,
there in The Hamlet, that about the dawn being decanted
down. I was very gratified ten years later to see that Mr.
Brooks agreed with me. But all of that last part, about the
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cycle of a day and the cycle of the seasons, conies from The
Hamlet, and a rather small area of The Hamlet.
Of course, The Hamlet is the one where it is Faulkner speaking.
Yes, it’s the Faulknerian voice.
For all the nature things, it is Faulkner. He is the observer, not
a character.
Now, that lyric profusion, wouldn’t you say, occurs more in
that book than anywhere else? And I’ve tried to think why.
We’re getting somewhat off the film there. But partly because
he
undercutting it with the context. He could let himself
go in the lyricism. We’ll come back to the film. Any questions
about the film?
I hesitate to raise my hand at this point. But in talking about
what is common about the writers of the Southern Renais
sance, Cowley and Brooks and others have emphasized the
sense of place as one of the distinctive characteristics of writ
ers of the Southern Renaissance; and while Mr. Cowley was
talking, I was reflecting about some of the other writers. And
I’m wondering what some of you think about whether War
ren and Wolfe and Welty and O’Connor, whether they really
approached this kind of sense of place that you find so distinc
tive in Faulkner, whether their world of place emerges in the
same way as it does in his.
Is the sense of place as vivid in the other authors—Wolfe,
Warren, Welty, and others—as in Faulkner?
The answer is no. No, I think the sense of place has been
lacking in American writers. It’s pretty strong in Heming
way—Hemingway on Michigan, or Hemingway on Spain,
will give you an actual feeling in that area so that you want to
go there to see it for yourself and read into it what has
happened there. Steinbeck on the California coast has a sense
of place. He tells you stories that, although they are univer
sally human, at the same moment, couldn’t have happened
anywhere else. But of American authors in general, I should
say that Southern authors have a stronger sense of place than
authors from other parts of the country, and that Faulkner’s
sense of place is the strongest of all. You see, as I say, he is
trying in his books to give universal stories. He was interested
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in man as man has always existed, and yet this story couldn’t
have come to the actuality that it comes to, or the strength, if it
hadn’t been set in a place for which he had a terribly intense
feeling.
Would there be a connection between the degree of vividness
of the evocation of that one place and the effectiveness of the
universalization?
Perhaps, because the way we see universals in general is as
embodied in particulars; and the man who misses the particu
lar is very likely to miss the universal.
I’m sure someone remembers, perhaps the person who asked
the question, that Miss Welty has written at length on the
importance of place in fiction. In fact, that’s the title, I think,
of one of her important essays. Mr. Cowley, I don’t mean to
put you on the spot, but how would you compare
Welty’s
sense of place in her fiction to Faulkner’s or Flannery O’Con
nor’s?
They all have a strong sense of place. I said it is stronger
among Southern writers than anywhere else, and I hate to
draw invidious comparisons here. Eudora Welty is awfully
good on Mississippi stories, and Flannery O’Connor is strong
in her Georgia stories.
But what Faulkner does gives a cumulative effect that the
others don’t get. Because each story—you read other stories
with similar, with the same, setting and you get a cumulative
effect, a kind of a resonance. And he’s playing up to it; he’s
reminding you of things that happened in that same place.
And that is what I think gives his sense of place the peculiar
quality.
On the subject of sense of place, I think it would be pertinent
to mention Joyce and perhaps to focus a parallel to Faulkner
in the way Joyce uses Dublin. And I think it’s striking, the
comparison that the greatest writers of fiction in English in
the 20th century have each had this very strong sense of place.
May I speak to that point, having explored Joyce’s Dublin on
foot for some weeks one summer and several times since?
Joyce uses place in a different way. You can identify the exact
house that a character lived in. He even gets the street address
correct. Joyce is photographically accurate. And, of course,
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he is writing about a city. But you’re quite right that they are
somewhat comparable. But although they both have this tre
mendous sense of place, they really work with it in rather
different ways. Now, Faulkner—I’ve never been able to iden
tify certainly any private residence with a fictional family.
Joyce, you can go right down the line. You know exactly
where Leopold Bloom lived until they tore it down. You know
you can follow through, and, of course, Richard Ellman has
done this in his biography; he’s identified a tremendous
number of the places. And they’re right there, precisely as
Joyce described them. And he would write back from Paris,
when, you know, he was still living in the spirit of Dublin, and
would want to know the names of the storekeepers in a certain
block in a street of Dublin. He had that kind of precise,
naturalistic accuracy. What happens in these identifiable
places can be completely fabulous, but the places are precise
and can be located. Why, a friend of mine and I even located
the house in which Stephen Daedelus and James Joyce taught
school in Dalkey. He gave us the details we needed to identify
it, and apparently nobody else had bothered, but we got the
information that we thought was pretty convincing. So they
use place, they have sense of place. They are both absolutely
fascinated with one locality. But remember, the important
thing is, Faulkner went on living here, and Joyce would not
have been putting his fictional characters in real places had he
still been living in Dublin. And another person that belongs
right with them is Dickens and his London. I say London
rather than some of the other places, but it’s true of the other
places, too. You can go to Rochester, Canterbury, or places
like that, and the other places are just exactly as he described.
But Dickens’ sense of London—and that is cumulative, see,
even though his characters don’t recur in different novels—
when he uses the same places over again, you get the same
kind of cumulative effect.
Here we are, a bunch of Faulkner lovers, students, and schol
ars; and we talk about qualities that rather should make a man
widely read—I hesitate to use the word popular, but I think
that’s what I mean—and I’m not sure that Faulkner is very
widely read except among people who have studied him
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carefully like we have. He has a nadir of his material in the
middle forties, and I still don't know how widely read Faulk
ner is. It sounds like there’s a dichotomy. I can’t recall, be
cause it sounds like he’s saying things that should make him
readily accepted, acceptable on a very wide base, and I don’t
have the feeling that he does this. Is this an incorrect impres
sion I’ve gotten or can you explain the dichotomy that exists
there?
Well, think it’s partly that Faulkner makes greater demands
on his readers. Just the very fact that he expects his readers to
arrive at this cumulative effect, this synthesis. And he’s ap
pealing to them to do so. He’s trying to make the readers’
memories work with the memories of
characters. And if
the reader is very acute, you know, he remembers something
a fraction of a second before it enters the mind of his charac
ter, who remembers it. But it makes great demands on the
reader. And you can’t readjust one book and put it aside and
forget about it and get as much out of the next book. Now a
novelist who writes each book all by itself—it isn’t interrelated
with anything else—doesn’t make the same demands as
Faulkner, and I think that’s one reason why some people
don’t read Faulkner. And another is, he makes greater de
mands in some of his books through the difficulty in his style
and his structure. And anybody who starts out on The Sound
and the Fury or Absalom, Absalom! may pretty well give up
before he reaches the point where he is sensible of the chart.
What do you think a person should start with?
Well, I think that a very sensible way of getting into Faulkner
is to begin with The Unvanquished and Sartoris, where you get
chronological order the story of the Sartoris family—
difficulties of technique, but you get acquainted with the
family, a great deal of the tradition, a good part of the legend,
of course, because the Sartorises are the most fully developed
insofar as the legend of Yoknapatawpha is concerned. They
are the most recurring, best known. And then go on from
there, almost any—well, maybe Light in August would be the
thing to follow that because that again technically offers no
great difficulties at
And after that I think you could go on
with anything.
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I might comment on that, too. For twelve or so years, I’ve
conducted a tutorial for our Scholars Program here, a pro
gram we have designed for outstanding students, but they’re
sophomores and juniors, and I use that order. Well, I
actually—and I never have mentioned this to Mr. Cowley—
but I start with The Portable Faulkner, the Introduction, read
that as the first book. We read five books a semester because
it’s a one-hour course, and my experience has been that what
Elizabeth says is quite true, only I start with The Portable
Faulkner, which gives kind of an overview. And then with The
Unvanquished, then Sartoris, and then you can go almost any
where. My daughter, when she was a sophomore or junior in
high school, declared that Absalom, Absalom! was the most
readable, delightful book in the whole thing. And at that age
she read it as a kind of a Gone with the Wind, a kind of
complicated Gone with the Wind. And it does have that quality
in it.
Yes. Of course, a logical thing to follow Sartoris with would be
Sanctuary because you go on with the Sartorises and the Benbows. And by that time you’re through with the Sartorises—
you and Faulkner.
Wouldn’t another dimension of the answer to that question
be to explain the relative unpopularity of Faulkner? Nor
mally, we find books are popular that have characters that
can identify with, and to most of us, at least most of us in Ohio,
many of Faulkner’s characters are different, peculiar,
strange; their violence is completely different from ours, both
in its motivation and in its accomplishment and in the coun
tryside in which it occurs. I feel a tremendous sense of place
here. I did yesterday and today at Rowan Oak, as I did in the
Wordsworth country. I think you might have that fine ingre
dient as do all these other places in Wordsworth. I think that’s
part of it. The rivers that I passed and crossed over driving
down from Memphis, I found frightening. I expected to see
cottonmouths coming out of them. I think some of it lies in
that, and I think once you get into it, though, you begin to see
through the particulars, the universals that Mr. Cowley
speaking of, gone further in. We have to—those of us not
from Mississippi—have to get by that barrier.
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Well, you bring up what is to me a very interesting question.
And since I’m a little uncomfortable that I’m moderating this
and it has gotten away from the film, I’d like to bring back the
film a minute, and it’s quite to the point. On Wednesday
afternoon William Faulkner’s Mississippi will be shown. This is
film that’s longer than the one we did. Bob—I don’t want to
convict him of being a Southerner, he’s from Pennsylvania,
but after all, all he did was make our film which you’ve just
seen. I wrote it, and I’m a native Mississippian. And the
people who did the film you’ll see Wednesday were from New
York, and they saw a strange Mississippi to me. The rivers—I
swam in them as a boy before I ever read Faulkner, and I
don’t see any cottonmouths. Well, I frequently see actual
cottonmouths. But I don’t feel any particular worry about the
land; I feel at home here. And you can understand how that
would be. On the other hand, I was very much disappointed
that the Golden Gate Bridge wasn’t golden the first time—
You remind me of a shipmate of mine, going into the
Mediterranean, who told about the first time she passed the
Rock of Gibraltar, she was disappointed not to see the Pru
dential sign.
Some years ago, I took Miss Pivano—some of you may be
familiar with the translations into Italian of some of Faulk
ner’s novels by a woman named Pivano. She came here, and I
took her around the county. And there was at that time a
house that’s, alas, gone, right here in town, the Tate House. It
was fantastic; it was unpainted for years and years and years;
it was really Gothic; it was a Faulkner house. And she was just
fascinated with that. “Oh,” she said, “such beautiful deca
dence!” Which I found a little strange. But this was really
Faulkner country to her. I took her out to the Faulkner farm,
and it was a November day, the sky was dark, and there was an
old gate swinging with the hinges creaking. And she knew she
finally had found Faulkner country. This has fascinated me,
to see the thing translated through foreigners’ eyes, not just
Ohio foreigners. You understand how I mean it. It’s just a
universal kind of thing. I’m the same way when I go to Ohio. I
just marvel at the snow.
Surely this kind of reaction isn’t only found in Northerners.
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Wasn’t your own Southern response to Faulkner that he
wasn’t being true to the South as everyone knew it? It’s hard to
divorce the place from the people who live in that place. I
think that the kind of response that this gentleman finds, or
the person you talked to finds, is to see the relationship
between that kind of extreme, often bizarre behavior of
characters localized in a very concrete, detailed particular
place that led to both Northern reaction to a strange Missis
sippi and also perhaps to a group in the thirties, a Southern
revulsion to Faulkner’s Mississippi.
We haven’t even mentioned the fact that most serious mod
ern literature—poetry, prose—is difficult for the majority,
which is where we started with the question a while ago. It
might not be Faulkner particularly: we might try to decide
why there is such a gap between the practitioners of serious
literature and the general reader, but I somehow feel that’s
even further afield.
I was wondering if maybe some emphasis ought to be put on
Faulkner’s short stories because I think really that his
strength is as a story teller, and I think that maybe if you could
get the feel of Faulkner as a story teller in shorter works it
would make the longer works more powerful as stories and
not so much at the level we’re speaking of—all these kind of
sophisticated—the spiritual connection with the land and all
that stuff. That’s very sophisticated, and the average reader
doesn’t want to have to be pondering . . .
“Two Soldiers” and the short version narrated by Ratliff of
“Spotted Horses” are the two that I could teach to tenth
graders in high school here and get response to.
“Barn Burning,” too.
Yes, “Barn Burning.”
I understand Faulkner was a Writer-in-Residence at the Uni
versity of Virginia. What kind of affinity did he have with the
University of Mississippi? Was he accepted for interviews, or
did he lecture here?
I can summarize what Mr. Blotner has laid out in the biog
raphy better than I’ve seen it laid out anywhere else. I was a
little surprised, because I came here a few years after Mr.
Faulkner was here, and there had been, I understood, an

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/ms_studies_eng/vol14/iss1/13

136

Editors: Vol. 14 (1976): Full issue

130

Q:

EH:
Q:

Land into Legend

unpleasant thing, and I didn’t know who was at fault and I
was afraid if the truth were ever published the University
would look pretty bad. But Mr. Blotner’s biography doesn’t
indicate that. There were some students who took notes and
put an article together. There was a publicity man here who
was doing his publicity job and got it published. And Mr.
Faulkner had been assured by one man, the Chairman of the
English Department, that his privacy would be preserved,
and it wasn’t wholly. But it wasn’t—the man who had assured
him of that, the Chairman of the English Department, had
nothing to do with the publication of Faulkner’s statements.
But Faulkner did not like that. Only it didn’t seem that he was
that much irritated toward the whole University. He was a
very independent man, and he did, before he ever came here,
write a letter specifying that he didn’t want it advertised:
“We’ve got William Faulkner for six lectures, count them, and
our water tower is higher than Starkville’s.” And he said he
didn’t want to be, he was sick of seeing a university sold like a
cake of soap or something like that. But his visit was, among
the officials at the University, a fairly agreeable thing. I’ve
heard fascinating stories about his coming, getting up and
saying, “Well, gentlemen, I’ve got to go turn the cow out” or
something like that and leaving an animated discussion of
English professors. And some of them weren’t too happy
about having him prefer a cow to them. But I don’t think it
was so very bad, and then of course, there was the Nobel
Prize, which kind of confirmed that he could write. In ’50, and
between ’50 and ’60, or’62, more specifically, the climate in
Mississippi was not such that administrators in their right
minds would very much celebrate the so-called liberal, integrationist William Faulkner at a university if they were trying
to get funds.
This is the first time I’ve ever seen the film. There was a unity
that I saw in it that intrigues me because it does say, I think,
something of what I had read into Faulkner, which I’d like to
see what your own feeling is about that.
I like your phrase; that’s what I had read into Faulkner, too.
You began with a series of quotes about truth, and then as
you’re ending the film, you had those words about the spirit
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of man enduring, prevailing, that inexhaustible spirit. Then,
in between this, it was interesting, after a study of a historical
kind which tells Faulkner’s own facts, you went into an
interesting—the natural time, rather than historical time,
cycle of nature, summer lightly, and then fall definitely,
spring rebirth; and so often Faulkner does use—and I don’t
think it’s that sophisticated; I think he did something very
natural to him—he’s using nature to say something, not so
much as being a poet of nature, just to comment beautifully
about nature, but to say something far more important, that
about man. And could it be, in your own organization of this
film, that through the use of nature and through the use of
observance of its life, and its death and its rebirth over and
over again, that he’s saying that’s what truth is. I don’t know,
I see it as awfully subjective in his books, but there is truth
there. Perhaps that truth that he defends is man prevailing
above it all. What my interest is, did you see a connection
between that cyclical pattern in nature and that, those ideas of
Faulkner concerning human spirit?
Whew! Well, that’s, I was just reaching into the lumber pile.
You know, that’s what Mr. Faulkner would have said. And
there’s a lot of truth in that. I’m very interested in that idea
that you expressed. But I don’t believe I can honestly say I did
see that connection. I saw a simple thing, I had been im
pressed for years with that statement in “The Bear” about
truth and Keats’ having to write about something. The boy
said he’s writing about a girl, you know, and he’s been talking
about a bear and Cass said Keats had to write about some
thing. He was writing about truth and, you know, truth is
these various universals. And it struck me that the
particularizing—this is a part of why I asked Mr. Cowley the
question I did awhile ago—that the worst way to write about
almost anything is in the abstract, you see, and in writing
about the verities as such you are writing about abstractions.
If you’re writing about love, an abstract concept, you’d better
embody it, say, in Mink Snopes and his wife. That’s all I saw in
that, I think. Now, as to the other, I had “Faulkner’s Missis
sippi” to present and I was trying to do it as best I could.
I think that one answer to your question is that along with the

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/ms_studies_eng/vol14/iss1/13

138

Editors: Vol. 14 (1976): Full issue

132

Land into Legend

sense of place of Southerners is a closeness to the soil, because
there’s an absence of this sense in the big cities, for instance;
and this is what critics of the Southern Literary Renaissance
stress, that there is, along with the closeness to the soil, a
closeness to the rhythm of the seasons. That it’s just a part of
built-in rhythm of life to people who live
many of the
Southerners do, away from big cities and so forth, that is part
of their experience of life. And that to follow out in the film,
as was done with this sense of the rhythm of the seasons, is
something that is especially suitable to writing about South
ern places, because this is the way the people feel about the
seasons. They are closer to the changes of season. On the
other hand, they don’t have the severity of the seasons that we
have up North. And I presume that may well make them
welcome the rhythm of the seasons, perhaps a little bit more
heartily than we sometimes do up North.
EH: If you have another question, we could take one more.
Q: I’d like to hear Mr. Cowley tell of his discovery of Faulk
ner—whatever it was that led to The Portable Faulkner.
MC: In the first place, let me absolve myself of boasting. I didn’t
discover Faulkner; if anyone discovered Faulkner, Phil Stone
did about the year 1916. And then, all during the 1930’s
people discovered Faulkner, including some distinguished
people such as Arnold Bennett, such as Conrad Aiken who
wrote a splendid essay on Faulkner, such Kay Boyles, such
as Evelyn Scott. I could go on with other names. What hap
pened was that about the year 1942, with the coming of the
Second World War, the fact that Faulkner was working in
Hollywood where his name wasn’t even used as credit for
pictures, except two bad ones—no, they were pretty good
pictures, The Big Sleep and To Have and Have Not—neverthe
less, this name disappeared, and when the War Resources
Committee asked publishers to make a sacrifice of their plates
because copper was short, Random House junked the plates
of two or three or four Faulkner novels. All the others were
out of print, and it is just as if, I said this afternoon, somebody
had taken a wet cloth and wiped out the blackboard. And, at
the same time, I had been reviewing some of Faulkner’s
novels—three of them—in the New Republic; and I had an

Published by eGrove, 1976

139

Studies in English, Vol. 14 [1976], Art. 13

Panel

133

uneasy feeling that I hadn’t done justice to them. So, I went
back—I had spare time at that time—and I went back and
started writing a very long essay on Faulkner. Then since no
magazine in the United States at that time would have pub
lished a twelve thousand word essay on Faulkner, I beefed it. I
learned that phrase from an Oklahoma writer. That is, I
butchered it; I cut off chunks from it. I published one chunk
in the
York Times Book Review. I published one chunk in
The Sewanee Review, a longer chapter. In the meantime, I had
been trying to persuade Viking Press to do a Portable Faulkner.
I had done a Portable Hemingway. They said, “No, Faulkner
hasn’t enough of an audience at this time to justify a porta
ble.” But along in the year 1944, after these segments, these
cutlets and steaks cut off the long essay, had begun appearing,
Marshall Best wrote me and said, “It seems to us that Faulk
ner has been attracting a good deal of attention, and you
might go ahead with the Faulkner portable.” So I did. And
first writing to Faulkner about itjubilantly and then asking his
advice, although it was my own idea to center the Portable
around Faulkner’s history of Yoknapatawpha County from
the Indians right down to the latest day. And I had his
judgment on a lot of choices I made and his approval of the
whole job. I told that story in a book called The Faulkner-Cowley
File. Yes, you can buy it, buy it at the bookstore here. You can
buy it; I’ll autograph the cover. Any takers?
Q: Mr. Cowley, Mr. Cowley, I already own that book; but may I
testify it’s a marvelous book? But one thing, sir, you did for
Faulkner—you made him, you brought him into the hands of
students. You made it very easy for teachers to begin teaching
Faulkner. And I think Faulkner’s audience is still largely
students. And you’ve made him live, in a sense, which he
hadn’t before, because of The Portable Faulkner.
MC: Well, thank you.
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Mr. Blotner, can you make any comments that these people
might not know about that relate to Faulkner’s interest in
hunting in the woods, or about farming either, that might be
of interest to the audience? And it might tie into something
they saw in the film.
JB: I suppose one thing that could be said is that as a young man
he went out for the fellowship and went out for the game and
he learned the woods and learned to hunt different kinds of
game and got his share of it. And as the years went on he
accepted the responsibility that came as he moved up in the
hierarchy of the hunt and as he became the senior man. I
think one of the things that’s most interesting is that I have the
sense that, as we read in the fiction and as time went on, he
became less and less interested in the actual dead meat and
more interested in the fellowship of the hunt. And that it
came to mean much more to him. As Mr. Ernest said in “Race
at Morning” about the big buck that you don’t get— he says
to the little boy, “What would you rather do? Have his meat
and head and hide in the pickup headed back to Jefferson or
would you like to have him here again next year for us to hunt
when we come again?”
GW: Miss Kerr, you have visited here a lot and know a good deal
about the people: do you find the kind of thing that was
happening—what we just saw a scene of in the movie—do
you find Mississippians, and Faulkner included of course, to

GW:
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be maybe better story tellers than people from other sections
of the country who might have the same kind of hunt?
EK: Well, I haven’t heard any hunting stories from the hunters,
you see. Yes, I would say storytelling, yes, but not particularly
that subject.
GW: Somebody asked yesterday, are Mississippians just born
storytellers? And I don’t think anybody has an answer to that,
but I think that maybe it’s more a rural thing than an urban
thing and some people do find themselves enjoying the hunt
because of the fellowship and stories and
on.
EK: I would like to say something pertinent to what Mr. Blotner
was saying, because I
waiting for someone to bring that
up. I think “Race at Morning” is a story that is not as well
known as it should be because it was published only in a
magazine version and then in The Big Woods. Ike McCaslin is a
hunter in that story; he is an old man, but he’s a hunter. And
Mr. Ernest has adopted this boy who was simply deserted by
his family, is bringing him up, teaching him to be a farmer.
And then, every fall they go out hunting for two weeks. And
Mr. Ernest, the old man, tells the boy that they have to farm
for 50 weeks a year to earn the privilege of hunting for two
weeks. And he makes the point about not killing the buck,
leaving it to hunt again next year. And the boy, you know,
would like to live this kind of life more of the time. And then
he said that the boy has got to go to school. He knows what is
right, but he’s got to go to school and learn why it’s right.
Then also he can tell other people what is right and why it’s
right. And I have read that as kind of an implicit reflection on
Ike McCaslin who did not do those things. He didn’t do much
of anything the time he wasn’t hunting apparently from the
accounts you get in the references to him in The Town and The
Mansion, and he didn’t enter into any kind of life vigorously
except the hunting. So, I read that—the fact that Ike McCas
lin was one of those old hunters—I read that as a kind of
follow-up comment on the limitations of Ike McCaslin.
GW: What I’d like to do is let Mr. Blotner say something and then
turn the session to dialogue; be thinking of some questions.
JB: The thing I had in mind actually goes back to the dialogue.
One thing that interested me in this film was to see this
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generation of hunters in the woods carrying on the tradition
that they received from the generation before them and, as
some of you know, Mr. Jack Stone is a member of this work
shop and I started thinking about the Stone Camp where Mr.
Faulkner did some of his hunting as a boy and I wonder if Mr.
Jack Stone would say anything about that camp and anything
that he knows from his family about the days when William
Faulkner as a young man went to General Stone’s camp.
Excuse me for springing that on you, Jack.
JS: That’s all right. The camp is located over in the Delta and it’s
now a farm ranch. It’s all been cleared of the woods, and it’s
close by the Tallahatchie River, the location which is known as
the Big Eddy. And the Big Eddy was an eddy in the river that
the hunters stayed clear of because they’d get in that bend and
get lost; they’d come out at the river and then they wouldn’t
know which way to go. So they stayed clear of the Big Eddy.
But, the camp
I remember now—I was only about 6 or 7
years old, when I went there and Bill was there. But I re
member them sitting around at night playing poker and
drinking from the bottle. And I remember the mornings
where the hunters all would start out into the woods, the
delicious breakfasts that we would have. Three and four
kinds of meat—and in those days bear were in the woods and
we would actually have bear meat to eat at the camp—along
with venison, squirrel, and of course the meat that they
brought from home, sausage and hams. We didn’t eat much
steak in those days. If we did, it was venison steak or bear
steak. And I remember Bill on the camp because there were
always two or three boys about my age along and he took a lot
of time entertaining us, during the day when they would
come in from hunting, and before the night poker playing
began.
GW: Thank you very much. I think we can take questions now.
Q: Mr. Blotner, I have not perused your biography on Faulkner,
but I plan to. I am quite interested in what Faulkner has to say
about universities in Faulkner in the University. I’m concerned
that some larger, more pertinent issues of this film be mis
directed, and I’m concerned about what were your reactions
to some of the more egregious errors. But I’m wondering,

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/ms_studies_eng/vol14/iss1/13

144

Editors: Vol. 14 (1976): Full issue

138

GW:

JB:

EK:

Faulkner’s Mississippi

what is the tempo in Mississippi now? What kind of racial
climate do you have? A number of questions came to my mind
as I viewed this film. Are blacks still experiencing economic
restrictions? Is there a fear of miscegenation? I ask these
because I’ve been concerned with these questions ever since I
arrived on campus. In fact, yesterday afternoon I went to the
Mississippi Room and found a thesis called “Faulkner’s At
titude Toward Negroes.” How would you describe the racial
climate in communities in the vicinity of Oxford at the pres
ent time?
I think I can briefly say that when I saw the film I talked to
some people who saw it with me and I said, “I have an idea
that the people who made this film would be surprised at the
progress that has been made since that time.”
My fundamental criticism of the film is that much of it seemed
to be to me a familiar attempt to use parts of William Faulk
ner’s works for what I call polemical purposes. Not purposes
for art. It’s true he was concerned about relations between
people in the state of Mississippi. But, if you think of the
number of books that he wrote, and think of the amount of
time in that film, there was a disproportionate amount, to my
mind, spent on the anguish and the problems which he would
not deny but which he put, it seems to me, in a larger perspec
tive. Now, I’m being bold in answering in the presence of
these Mississippians, and I hope that they will give me their
forebearance. And I came here first during the time of ten
sion, and I’ve come back often and each time I’ve felt more
cordiality and more personal warmth than before, and it was
there before. So as an outsider coming in here from time to
time, you could call me a Pollyanna if you like, and I’m not
going deeply into sociological things I don’t know well. But all
of the responses I feel are positive, and that’s why this film for
one thing is badly out of date.
I agree, and I agree on even more grounds than Mr. Blotner
because I’ve not only been coming down here longer than he
has, for fairly long stays, but I was on the campus in the fall of
1962. So, I have been just amazed and delighted with the
change that has taken place and the feeling that I get that
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most of the younger people are not even aware of how much
change has taken place. They simply take it for granted.
Don’t you think one problem with that film is that it was
produced during a moment of national tension, and it shows
a Northern bias?
Yes, I think so. And what bothered me was that I thought it
might be possible that somebody might still be using it now
a social studies film. And that did bother me considerably. But
Mississippians are law-abiding people; and once a law is
passed, people abide by the laws. And while it is true that you
can’t legislate that people
like each other, I think the
things that we saw at the end of the film in the section about
race relations are certainly borne out by what’s happened
since then. We’ve had almost a generation now, with black
and white children going to school together—abiding by the
law. So I think that people who made the film would certainly
be surprised by the progress that has taken place. .
I’m wondering, what impression do you think he wanted and
meant to leave with his life and his writings?
That’s the one big question that maybe this whole conference
will finally make some answer to.
I’d like to ask the attorney [Bill Lamb] a question. Who wrote
your dialogue other than yourself.
I think the white whiskey wrote most of it. No. The whole
idea was to start talking, have a few drinks, and our tongues
became loosened and we started arguing about whether or
not there would be panthers as they called them, in those
particular woods, and of course, I took the position that there
were none.
One comment on William. A question a while ago was about
the solitude of Mr. Faulkner: in the 50’s and early 60’s I did
quite a bit of fishing, water skiing, and motor boating on
Sardis and even before that William Faulkner would be sail
ing and he would sail by himself, be sitting in the sailboat
when you would go fishing or water skiing; you’d come back
two hours later, his pipe would still be in his mouth and he was
all by himself. He just had not changed positions at all and of
course the only thing that I can think is that he was just sitting
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there to be alone. To enjoy himself and the outdoors and to
think. You could, I could, and others too, pass him on the
street uptown on the square and one day he’d speak and talk
forever and the next day I’d speak to him and he’d never see
me. He was writing a book somewhere. He could be alone in a
crowd.
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EH:

We come now to discuss finally the Riches of Yoknapatawpha,
to sum up the experiences of the conference. I imagine the
other panel members are like me: they’ve been concentrating
on their individual duties and haven’t thought too much
about this general summary one. But I want to start out by
bringing forward one facet of Riches in Yoknapatawpha that
I don’t think has really been touched on. We’ve had the
gorgeous splendors cited in various ways. We’ve had the
dramatic and the decadent, the awkward clash between race
relations. We’ve had practically everything I can think of
except something that I have always particularly valued in
Mr. Faulkner’s works. He has, of course, done those splendid,
dramatic things which we have heard discussed. And you
wonder how a man who could do that could also do a gentle,
tender, simple thing as well as he can. And besides, I haven’t
had a chance to read anything from Faulkner all this week,
and it’s one of my favorite pastimes. So if you will allow me, I
want to read to you a paragraph from Chapter 2 of The
Hamlet, in the section entitled “The Long Summer.” This is
about the woman Houston married. She “was not beautiful.
She had neither wit nor money. An orphan, a plain girl,
almost homely and not even very young (she was twenty-four)
she came to him out of the home of the remote kinswoman
who had raised her, with the domestic skill of her country
heritage and blood and training and a small trunk of neat,
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plain, dove-colored clothes and the hand-stitched sheets and
towels and table-linen which she had made herself and an
infinite capacity for constancy and devotion, and no more.
And they were married and
months later she died and he
grieved for her for four years in black, savage, indomitable
fidelity, and that was all.”
The rest of the story is very good, the rest of the description
there. And I did want to add that, to start off, as a kind of
illustration. We could talk about that sort of thing. We could
also talk about the part of “The Bear” in which Faulkner does
what Matthew Arnold, I believe, describes as what a genius
can do.” He puts the world in a focus. He gives a cosmic
viewpoint, his art does, as Wordsworth attempted to do. He
can also write beautiful prose poetry, in the section about
the idiot and the cow, which was quoted in the film you saw.
He can tell a story like the one we were looking at last night.
He can invent the Snopeses, that Dr. Pilkington spoke so well
about today. He can experiment in the dazzling way that Mr.
Cowley so beautifully illustrated this morning. He can apply
his observation to an area that we have seen through Mr.
Blotner’s studies of the beginnings of Yoknapatawpha and
invent an imaginary county, which by now you certainly
know, though it resembles Lafayette County, is not Lafayette
County. It is an imaginative creation. And he can develop it;
he can enrich it in the way that Professor Kerr
well illus
trated in her discussion of the evolution of Yoknapatawpha.
You’ve had, largely through Dr. Webb’s guidance, a knowl
edge of the man who lived in Oxford and many of his habits.
Dr. Walton and I have been factotums of the present, mostly,
guides through Lafayette County and various places. But this
is the time, it seems to me, that our panel members can be
released from the duties I rather ruthlessly assigned them.
And now Miss Kerr and gentlemen—beginning with Profes
sor Blotner—would you comment on anything you would
like to that you think has not been properly emphasized, or
just anything you like about the Riches of Yoknapatawpha.
One thing I’ve been thinking as the week has gone on has
been the kind of mutual effect that takes place when you get a
group like this in an environment that is as rich this one is.
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For people like many of us, like those who have grown up
here, or those of us who had the opportunity to come here
often before, it’s a constant pleasure to return. But for those
of you who have come for the first time and have responded
with the kind of passionate intensity that you have, I want to
say that something of that bounces off on us. It’s absorbed by
us with a very heartwarming effect. And I want to say that,
although all of you are very kind in the things that you say
about things that we may have said to you or may have tried to
do for you, I want to tell you how fine this week has been for
me and how much my own sense of Yoknapatawpha and
extent and its richness—how much I have learned about that
extent and richness from your own response. And I want to
thank you.
Mr. Cowley.
I would like to echo Mr. Blotner’s statements about this con
ference. I’ve been very cheered by the liveliness and keenness
of perception of the participants here and by the level of the
questions asked. You know, stupid questions drive one up the
walls and through the ceilings. I must say that we have all
gotten very, very intelligent questions based on a knowledge
of Faulkner. I watched this, the process of Faulkner’s reputa
tion with great interest. I look for the time . . . you know,
because reputations run in fashions in the United States. And
at present, for example, Hemingway is far down, Fitzgerald is
up high—and he deserves high but he’s up, I think, a little
higher than he deserves. Faulkner’s reputation has stayed up
and has increased; and I think that’s perhaps on account of
the richness of his work. That’s manifested once again by
times like this which I’ve enjoyed and which I’ve profited
from.
Professor Kerr.
Well, you may resist a pun, but I won’t. I will say that the
riches of Yoknapatawpha are buried treasure. But, unlike the
kind that they’re digging for at the Old Frenchman’s Place or
Lucas Beauchamp was digging for, it is buried treasure that
when you dig enough you get enormous returns that keep on
growing and growing and growing. And the very fact that
Faulkner demands
much from his readers, from their
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cooperation, not merely in reading one book, but in coor
dinating, synthesizing, and finally getting a cosmic view of
Yoknapatawpha, means that the rewards you get are reaped
in proportion to the effort you put in. And I think that is what
makes the study of Faulkner practically in a class by itself,
because you’ve got this whole mythic domain, and Faulkner
obviously wanted his readers to be able to hold the whole
thing in their minds. And one of the fascinating things that
happens is as you look at any of the works from a different
point of view, or if you look at the works in new combinations,
new things come up. And I decided that it’s just inexhaustible.
If you look at the bookcases full of dissertations on Faulkner,
you would think he would be exhausted by now; and I assure
you he isn’t.
Dr. Walton.
I think there are a lot of riches that we’ve seen, and I think
that people do need to see people who knew Faulkner. They
need to see places where Faulkner was, places where he lived.
And then, they need to see people who were here at the time,
whether or not Faulkner even knew them. And I think I’ve
seen some of this this week. People didn’t realize that they
were participants in our workshop at all who sometimes be
came participants because of various experiences we had of
bumping into them sometimes at helpful places. One of the
most frustrating things for me, not just this week, but any
time somebody wishes to come for a quick tour of Yoknapa
tawpha, is I wish sometimes we could for a second when
people are in their busy world, in a hurry, get rid of some of
the problems of time and space, because you’ve really just
gotten a little bit of it. We’ve tried to pick out some of the
places we think you ought to see, but then there are many,
many others. As we’ve said repeatedly we can’ nobody can,
say this is the one place. And it’s been frustrating trying to say
“and fifteen miles over that way we think there might be one
little thing that you ought to see also.” And we simply could
not put them all together. And that is a kind of richness that
you can’t really appreciate until you have stayed with us for
about fifteen years.
Professor Webb.
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Well, I’m just about overwhelmed by all of this. And, now, I
live here, have lived here since 1947; and I have entertained
or worked with many visitors. And I am struck by the fact that
there is a common interest here. I am struck by the extent to
which Faulkner’s world is a microcosmic world, that we find
places in common elsewhere. And I suppose our—my—
problem is a kind of self-consciousness. I’ve heard others say,
well, I live here, maybe I’m taking a great deal for granted
and don’t see You people point out things to us that we may
not have seen before. In addition, we have found here how
very human Faulkner was, in being able to write things that
interest us as simple human beings, and, above all, we’ve had a
good time.
I think of another sort of investigation, inspection, of Mr.
Faulkner’s Yoknapatawpha. Professor Kerr is just the person
to lead us into a consideration of that. If you’ve looked into
her Yoknapatawpha—and if you haven’t, you should; as Pro
fessor Pilkington said today, it could well be a text for our
particular conference—you’ll find that before she began her
study of Faulkner, she had made a study of sequence novels,
and among those are Balzac’s and Zola’s. Would you compare
Mr. Faulkner’s series of sequence novels to those, Miss Kerr?
Well, both Balzac and Zola were approaching the sequence
novel in a much more systematic fashion, and Zola particu
larly because he was beginning with a specific scientific
theory, was trying to demonstrate the workings of heredity in
two branches of one family. In other words, he was trying to
prove scientific fact by imaginative creations, which is, you
know, not very conclusive. And Balzac, by the time he got
started in the Comedie Humaine, began classifying and decid
ing whether he would do such and such works in this and such
and such a category. Now, Faulkner didn’t do that at all, ever.
He was free afield. He was letting his imagination go wher
ever it wished, but he was using that idea, which fascinated
him in Balzac, of the intact work, where you have the same
characters reappearing, where you have the sense of the
wholeness of the work. And I did the comparisons in the
beginning of my book. So, what I think Faulkner did was to
adopt a general concept, but he did not have, thank goodness,
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that kind of over-systematizing way of going about it. Well, I
gather it was over-systematizing in Zola’s approach, because I
think that some things defeated Zola. And you can’t prove
anything scientifically when you’re dealing with creations of
the author’s imagination.
But I avoided doing anything with Faulkner for a while. I
just excluded him from my doctoral dissertation for that
reason, because that was the late thirties, and I couldn’t see
where he was going. And I thought, well, there’s no sense in
dealing with an author whose works are incomplete, where
there is nothing to indicate what he is going to do. Now, had I
had the 1938 synopsis of the Snopes Trilogy which Mr.
Blotner so kindly reprinted in his biography, you see, I would
have had some kind of guideline. But we discovered Faulkner
didn’t follow it. So I think that probably that one of the
reasons why the Snopes Trilogy didn’t turn out as well as
some of the others, plus all the other things, a long delay in
completing it, for which there are many, many reasons. But I
think the very fact that for purposes of giving his publisher
something to tie to and advance money on, he thought he had
to put down the plans for all three volumes, and this may have
rather inhibited him. Certainly by the time he got toTheTown,
he had gotten so far away from his original idea that it is
scarcely possible to see a relationship except for the story of
Flem. That, of course, he followed through, more or less. For
instance, I was delighted with the information I got from Mr.
Blotner to find out that Faulkner had intended to use Sarty
Snopes again, because I had always felt, now here is a charac
ter I feel Faulkner was so involved with I just cannot believe
that he’s not going to use him again. So when I first found out
from one of the Random House representatives at an M.L.A.
convention that The Reivers was going to come out and it was
the story about a boy, I said immediately, “I’ll bet it is Sarty
Snopes.” Well, of course, what he had intended to do with
Sarty Snopes was so far removed from anything like The
Reivers that my guess was only partially right. But, as I said, I
think that for Faulkner’s kind of mind to try to plan in
advance too far was detrimental. Furthermore, remember
almost all of his action is as of the time of writing. Well, how

Published by eGrove, 1976


153

Studies in English, Vol. 14 [1976], Art. 13

Panel

EH:

EK:
EH:
EK:

can you plan? You don’t know what’s going to be happening
in 1956, 1946, say.
How would you compare individual segments of the series of
Faulkner? Would you say that several of his novels are greater
works of art than any in Balzac or Zola?
Oh, yes, unquestionably.
that in individual segments, or novels—
Well, no, of course, you see, as I was pointing out in my talk
the other day, Faulkner has continuity of themes. And the
account that you get of one family in one novel or a couple of
novels, as the Compsons, reinforces or throws new light on
the story of other families in other novels. It is the continuity
of themes involved as well as the setting and the people that
constitutes the characteristics of sequence novels. They rein
force each other. And you can see a certain kind of a progres
sion, a progression from, very roughly, the negative to the
positive for one thing. That is one of the great virtues of the
sequence novel—continuity of themes. Well, for instance, I’ll
give another example, and it’s very useful for comparison of
Faulkner and Thomas Wolfe. Now, Thomas Wolfe and
Faulkner started from very much the same place, Southern
boys who deal with their Southern backgrounds, who are
fascinated by their families, by the people around them, who
had both a poetic and satiric view, and they were both in
voluntary sequence novelists. Faulkner didn’t know when he
wrote Sartoris what he was going to do with Yoknapatawpha
except he knew that he was going to be picking it up. And so,
sort of involuntarily, bit by bit, until after he got through with
Absalom, Absalom!, he didn’t have fully the idea of having the
memories of his characters convey the legend of the commu
nity and didn’t have fully the idea that in the minds of the
community should be the stories of all the major families that
he had written about. He was very, very late in filling that gap
with the Compsons. The Sartorises were right in there all the
time. But the idea of doing that with all the other families, he
didn’t get for quite a while. And he kept himself out. He is
very autobiographical in some of the less obvious ways. Well,
Thomas Wolfe was very autobiographical in the most obvious
ways. You change the names of fictional characters to the
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names of real people, and you get a pretty close approxima
tion of Thomas Wolfe’s life. And he never got outside of
himself. And he became a sequence novelist inadvertently
because he discovered what he wanted to write was his ex
perience. And to write his experience, he couldn’t do it all in
one novel, he had to keep going. I think, Look
Angel and Of
and the River are the best examples, because
after that he was sort of repeating some of his earlier material.
But if you consider those two novels and see that in addition
to the growth to maturity, the various experiences of Thomas
Wolfe as Eugene Gant, you have also beautifully worked out
some highly poetic themes that echo and re-echo in the two
volumes, then you get this other dimension that you get in
Faulkner. But one reason why Faulkner is better than
Wolfe is he was able to get outside of himself and use his own
experience, transmute his own experience into the more sub
tle reflections of life as he had lived it that you get in the
Yoknapatawpha novels. And I think one may very well get a
bit exasperated with the hero of Thomas Wolfe. And this is a
curious thing about Faulkner. In all the Yoknapatawpha
chronicles, there is no creative artist. There’s no character
that can possibly represent Faulkner. You have some, some
failed artists, although I don’t think I would even grant Quen
tin Compson more than a somewhat artistic inflatable tem
perament. I don’t think I would call him a failed artist. Horace
Benbow, yes. He aspired to artistic expression, and all that
florid prose of his, and his apostrophes to Narcissa and
forth. He was the artistic type but lacked the discipline to do
anything with it. But so far any character in Yoknapataw
pha is concerned, who had the artistic vision and developed
the dedication to do anything with it, there simply is none.
And that is why you have no success in Yoknapatawpha, such
as you have in Lafayette County.
EH: No what?
EK: No such success, as you have in Lafayette County or you have
in William Faulkner.
EH: Yes, it’s interesting, as you comment, he left out a man like
L. Q. C. Lamar and furthermore gave part of his name, L. Q.
C., to McCaslin.
EK: Yes.
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Another sequence—I guess you’d call it a sequence series—
that one thinks of and that back in the fifties there was a good
bit of discussion of in conjunction with Faulkner’s work, is
Hardy’s Wessex series.
EK: Yes. Well, Hardy, I have never been able, even before I got
involved in the sequence novel—incidentally, Joseph Warren
Beach and I invented the term, and if you’ve never heard it
before, that’s the reason—I’ve never been able to see why
Hardy didn’t go that second step. Here he had this wonderful
geographical area that he was obviously absolutely fascinated
with, and he jumped all over
I know that Hardy country,
oh, moderately well. He was using it very realistically in some
respects, very poetically in other respects; but he never takes
that second step of having the characters interrelated, where
you’d expect them to be because the area is so small. The
distance from Dorchester to Weymouth is something like
eight miles. And remember all the distances that Tess cov
ered, she covered on foot. And yet Hardy never goes the
second step. And I think that Hardy’s Wessex novels would
have gained interest and common knowledge, common
legend.
EH: Do any of you other panelists think of anything on this par
ticular subject or anything related?
MC: I can think of a practical observation bearing out this thing
about Hardy. We’re about to publish a Hardy Portable and it’s
quite a problem because Julian Moynihan, who’s doing the
Portable, decided to put it together somewhat like The Faulkner
Portable, very much against my advice because I didn’t think
that with Hardy it would work. There are not the intercon
nections. What is your word for the psycho—
EK: Sequence.
MC: Sequence novels. It’s not there.
EK: No. Well that’s it, you see; as I said, Hardy didn’t go that other
step.
JB: One comment that occurs to me, which is a casual one in a
sense, is that Millgate, as some of you may know, is now
engaged in the completion of a biography of Thomas Hardy.
And, given the fact of his fine book on William Faulkner, he
may suggest some correspondence between the two.
Q: In this connection Millgate teaches a graduate seminar at the
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University of Toronto called “Wessex and Yoknapatawpha
Counties.”
Weber, I believe has discussed this at some length. And
Campbell and Foster dealt with the resemblances between
Hardy and Faulkner.
Guerard has some things on it.
I wonder if any of you would make a comment on Faulkner’s
use of the land as compared to Hardy’s use of the land. Do
you have anything right offhand on that? We’re still talking of
the riches—
Actually, if we pursue this, I’ll bet we could use up forty-five
minutes talking about Faulkner and Hardy. After a group
met in which I participated, one of us started talking about
Faulkner and Hardy and saying, “Well, they’re not all that
close.” And then we spent about ten minutes lining up areas
in which correspondences exist.
There are interesting things there, but it is time to ask the
audience to help us in our discussion of this subject. Un
doubtedly, you will have encountered some things or want to
ask some things of some of our panel members. Questions?
You know that in their new anthology, Warren and Lewis
comment on Faulkner’s relationship to Stribling.
Yes.
And we do have that series of Slavic novels written around the
same time as Stribling. Then, of course, earlier than Faulkner
that whole group of novels by William Gilmore Simms. Does
anybody up there want to talk about the differences between
these series and Faulkner?
Well, I did do Stribling in my dissertation, but I got my degree
in 1941, and I haven’t looked at Stribling since, so I can’t say
too much, except that that was a genuine sequence. And it did
have a clear interrelationship. And I wish it were more vivid
in my mind, but I just don’t remember enough details to say
anything more. But I do remember that I did use it and was
aware that it has sort of an anticipation of Faulkner.
Joe.
I corresponded at one point with a man who was doing a book
on Stribling, and he said that he’d check for me with Mrs.
Stribling to see if she recalled Stribling’s making any com
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ment about Faulkner’s use of the same kind of material. And
the answer, as you may anticipate, was no.
Well, I’d like to ask Dr. Kerr. You mentioned Thomas Wolfe
and Faulkner a kind of sequence writers, and I wondered if
you would comment upon Faulkner’s famous controversial
statement about Thomas Wolfe being ahead of him.
Well, I think that I understand exactly what Faulkner was
getting at—that their reach exceeded their grasp. And he was
contrasting them, as you remember, with writers like Hem
ingway who realized the limitations of their powers and
stayed within those limitations and did extraordinarily well
within those limits. Whereas, you’ll remember this Faustian
complex of Thomas Wolfe’s. He went up to Harvard and he
wanted to read every book in the Harvard library. And it was
this driving, this gargantuan appetite for life and achieve
ment that I’m sure is what Faulkner was thinking of. And
Faulkner just in trying to create the whole cosmos—which he
went much farther with, you see, than Thomas Wolfe did.
Thomas Wolfe kept within the limits of his own life and a
relatively small group of people. And because the focus was
on his hero, he could include only those characters that came
within his hero’s experience. So, Faulkner’s aim was greater
in a little different way from Thomas Wolfe’s; but they were
both aspiring beyond the limits of any one theme. I might
mention—itjust happened to pop into my mind—one trilogy
that offers some good parallels with Faulkner, if you regard
Faulkner in his whole historical perspective, is Conrad Rich
ter’s The Trees, The Fields, and The Town, where he’s using the
same area from the time of the first settlers through the time
and the growth of the establishment and civilization.
I have a question for Mr. Blotner and Mr. Cowley. It seemed
to me that Faulkner’s greatness as a modernist writer de
pended on his novels up to about 1942, Go Down, Moses, That
sort of seemed in the tradition of Mann or Lawrence, Kafka;
and that was the writer who was admired by the existentialists.
Do you think that one of the reasons for Faulkner’s falling off
in any way a result of his becoming self-conscious of his
work
a chronicler of the county?
Well, you really should have asked Mr. Blotner instead of me,
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because Mr. Blotner has worked intensively with Faulkner’s
story. But, in reading it and going back to correspondence
and what not, it strikes me more and more that there was a
change in Faulkner, oh, beginning to be announced in Go
Down, Moses. That part of this change was what is familiarly
known as the “forty-year-old crisis.” But in Faulkner’s case, he
was actually tired. He was tired after finishing Go Down, Moses,
and he was having at that time intense difficulty in selling
stories to magazines. And then he went to Hollywood and
worked with conscientiousness at tasks that were beneath him
and at tasks at which, when he did well, the Hollywood people
didn’t appreciate what he had done. So that he got finally
credit on only two successful pictures out of his three or four
years in Hollywood. And he was becoming more and more
discouraged at that time; at the same time, becoming more
and more interested in public affairs. This began with the
war; and as the war developed, he became impressed by the
injustice during the war to the Negro soldiers. And he had
already been heartbroken about the condition of the Negroes
in Mississippi. So that this novelist who had been intensely
private, so private that he said that he’d often written things
and sent them off to print before he realized that strangers
would read them, became in his later work more of a public
man. Now, at the same time, we do not set such a high value
on his later and more public work as we set on his earlier and
more private work. And sometimes, it seems to me, that
public and broadly human issues, are better presented in
Sartoris, Sanctuary, and especially in Go Down, Moses, than they
are in Intruder in the Dust and The Town and The Mansion.
EH: Another writer that comes to mind when we’re thinking of
comparing Faulkner’s achievement to that of others is one
whom he is sometimes said to have learned from—Conrad.
Though those are not, I guess, sequence novels, there is
Marlowe, who goes through them. Would any of you care to
comment on that? Not necessarily the influence of Conrad on
Faulkner, but a comparison because often there are various
things in Conrad that bring to mind Faulkner and vice versa.
EK: Well, I think he learned a tremendous amount about narra-
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tive methods from Conrad. And I think he gained from the
Marlow device, although Faulkner never uses that Marlowe
device, the narrator with the fully realized, dramatized audi
ence, the way Conrad does in LordJim and inHeart ofDarkness.
But, so far as the impressionistic techniques are concerned,
and so far as the basic approach to reality of fitting together
bits of truth as they are discovered, he did learn much from
this theory of Conrad’s and Ford Maddox Ford’s that we
don’t learn things in reality in a logical sequence the way we
have become accustomed to finding them in fiction. We learn
them gradually and haphazardly, and we have to fit them
together for ourselves. And Faulkner is expecting us to do
that. Really, his whole Yoknapatawpha chronicles constitute a
gigantic example of that basic principle of having to learn the
things haphazard and out of sequence and fitting them to
gether for yourself and coming up at the truth, at the ap
praisal of the truth that lies therein. But I want to return to
the question raised earlier about the falling off of his later
work. Now, we’re looking at Faulkner as the novelist of Yok
napatawpha. How much of the falling off in his later work
came from his devoting his energies to A Fable, instead of
going on with Yoknapatawpha?
I think that that point is very well taken.
About ten years, wasn’t it?
That’s right. And
you were speaking about the compari
sons which could be made, I was reminded, of one line in
Albert Guerard, Jr.’s book on Joseph Conrad, which he pub
lished, I think, in the middle fifties. It seemed to me to be an
extraordinarily acute remark and also an extraordinarily
generous one to make when he was doing a book about
somebody else. He said, in effect, if you want to see what
Joseph Conrad was trying to do ultimately, read William
Faulkner.
How about that? I, being a devotee of each of those men, have
experienced with my students something that supports
Guerard. I admire Conrad tremendously, I love to read him.
I admire Faulkner tremendously. But over the years I’ve
found that I cannot get my students tied up in most of Conrad

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/ms_studies_eng/vol14/iss1/13

160

Editors: Vol. 14 (1976): Full issue

154

JB:

EH:

EK:

Riches of Yoknapatawpha

as I can in William Faulkner. There’s an intensity, a headlong
quality, an immediacy in Faulkner that Conrad, most of the
time, lacks.
We talk about the parallels a bit, but we don’t take a bold
stand on what in Faulkner makes his achievement superior to
these other people’s. Somebodygiye us a bold statement on this
and something that we can challenge for a few minutes. Joe,
do you think Faulkner’s work is superior to Conrad’s? I know
this is sophomore beer talk, but it’s more interesting a lot of
times than academic talk.
Yes, I do. But I feel as you do. Conrad is one of my favorites.
To be fair to Conrad, I think one of the things we have to say is
that—I once heard Shelby Foote say that he told Mr. Faulk
ner, “One of the great advantages that I have had a writer
coming along is one you did not have, namely I could learn
from Marcel Proust and William Faulkner.” And Conrad
wrote in a tradition in which prose experimentalists did not
stand there, so to speak, from whom he could derive the kind
of technical expertise that Faulkner could derive from Con
rad. And if we are to try to make an assay of the quality of the
ore, I would have to say that to my own taste it is higher in
Faulkner, that the range is greater. But once again, we can
play the game of Hardy and Faulkner with Conrad and
Faulkner. We’ve just been talking about what some people
call the diminution of power or whatever you want to call it in
Faulkner’s later years. Think of Conrad’s later years. If you
think of the time when recognition came to Conrad, when
you think of the days during World War I, when he was asked
to go out on the North Sea on a British dreadnought finally
when he had achieved the kind of stature that came with
Victory in 1917, I guess, then he started writing those novels
which went back to the Napoleonic era, things that he had
planned long before. He was an old man then. He had gone
through a lot of living and anguishing. And people said,
“Gee, it’s too bad he’s not writing things like Lord Jim and
Heart of Darkness.”
Well, I think we may have that same thing with Faulkner, too,
one of these days.
I think the moral of that is you shouldn’t live too long. Look at
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Wordsworth. Look at Wordsworth alongside Shelley, Byron,
and Keats.
I don’t know how to broach this; but I want to ask Mr.
Cowley’s indulgence if I commit a realfaux pas. I meant to ask
him this in private, and I hadn’t thought of it. His introduc
tion, which, of course, as we’ve said many times here, called
attention of the nation again to the work of Faulkner, also had
as its basic premise the unity of the work and that it was more
important as a unity. And that has been attacked by Mr.
Meriwether. If you don’t want us even to bring this up, that’s
fine. If you would like to comment on it, I would love to hear
your comment.
It’s funny. One of Jim Meriwether’s attacks went to one pas
sage in one of Faulkner’s letters that he misread. Faulkner
said in the letter, “I don’t think there’s too much Southern
legend in it.” And Meriwether took for granted that this “it”
was Faulkner’s work. It was an answer to a question in a letter
of mine that had been lost: “Do you think I’ve put too much
Southern legend in the introduction?” “It” was the introduc
tion. Meriwether, by misinterpreting that “it,” was able to base
a large argument on it. Later, I saw that I had been wrong in
that original introduction to lay not enough stress on the
separate novels. I’ve said so in the revised edition. I did not
appreciate at its full worth Absalom, Absalom!, or I still don’t
appreciate As I Lay Dying. My favorites are elsewhere. But
nevertheless, there is that Southern legend in Faulkner. And
there is, as you see, through even the fourth part of “The
Bear,” or from Absalom, Absalom!, this attempt to restructure
Southern history in terms of legend. That is there. And I
valued that very highly. Meriwether always plays up the sepa
rate novels. Well, there’s a reason for that, too; and I didn’t
play them up enough in the original introduction. Yet,
nevertheless, I’ll stand by what I said.
That was a qualification that I had in mind constantly when
we were designing this conference. In a way we were assigned
that theme, you know. Circumstances assigned us “Faulkner
and Yoknapatawpha. ” Yet I was uneasy for two reasons: one,
that it was as though we were insisting that right here was
Yoknapatawpha and not the whole of Northeast Mississippi.
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Another is that I didn’t want anyone to get the idea that we
thought the novels were not novels individually.
One other thing—we were talking about these various
influences. Thomas Beer, whom Faulkner acknowledged as
an influence, wrote sequence stories, so there’s another se
quence kind of thing that Faulkner might have learned from.
And Beer furthermore had his own town similar to Jefferson.
I’ve put that in my dissertation and everybody has over
whelmingly ignored it. But one day I’m going to publish
something else about it and show you some rather fascinating
parallels, not only in the use of words—this is what Faulkner
said he learned, and the characterizations—but also even in
the structuring of stories and so forth.
Well, I have two questions. The first one I want to address to
Kerr and Mr. Cowley. In regard to the sequence and use
of Southern legend and so forth, it seems to me that a very
good analogy can be made. And it seems to me that it’s
perhaps the closest analogy I can think of. That what Faulk
ner has done is what Shakespeare did in the history plays
where he had a national myth that he used in his plays. I’d like
for both of you to comment on that. And then the second
question is addressed to all of you. Some of you may know
that the Modern Language Association last year sent out
questionnaires, and they wanted to know people’s fields and
interests. And in a category of individual authors, the first
three, of course, were Shakespeare, Chaucer, and Milton.
And it may surprise some of you to know that number four
was William Faulkner. So, the question is where does the
criticism of Faulkner go from there?
Well, I think that one of the differences between what Faulk
ner was doing and Shakespeare in the history plays, was
Shakespeare was following more, you might say, the accepted
line and Faulkner’s myth is not the traditional myth of the
South. He was reinterpreting.
Now, you were sort of implying then that Shakespeare ac
cepted the orthodox view of man. I was not suggesting that
myself.
Well, I really haven’t been doing anything in that field for
long that I wouldn’t go far as to say that he was accepting it,
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but I don’t think he was deviating from it as much as Faulkner
was deviating from the traditional myth when you examine
Faulkner very carefully and in light of the conventional
legend of the South.
MC: Well, I said about what I had to say on that subject in the
original introduction to The Portable Faulkner. Obviously,
Faulkner’s legend of the South was not the accepted one. But
there were some very curious readings of history, especially
when Uncle Ike starts out on the
War with that strange
interlude in it of Uncle Ike’s praise for John Brown. That
would not recall the conventional Southern legend. And also
more and more the stand that Faulkner took was that of an
antislavery Southern nationalist. Let’s see—he wasn’t a
Southern regionalist; he was a Southern nationalist but at the
same time was firmly opposed to slavery and all its fruits in the
land.
Q: We’ve heard a lot about the influence of people on Faulkner. I
wonder if anyone would like to comment on Faulkner’s
influence on the novelists since 1950.
EH: People like Styron?
Q: I mean where do you see the greatest influence of Faulkner
since 1950?
EH: In my creative writing classes. Mr. Blotner.
JB: That’s the subject for a whole conference like I think has been
held more than once. There are some famous lines you could
cite. You could talk about people such as William Styron. Was
it Flannery O’Connor who said, “When you hear the Dixie
Special coming you better get off the track”? And a whole
generation of Southern writers has had to deal with this
double inheritance. There’s a fine young novelist, Cormick
McCarthy, who has done three novels so far—The Orchard
Keeper, Outer Dark, and Silent God, which are enormously
powerful things full of poetic imagery and enough violence to
turn your stomach about every twenty pages, not to say that
William Faulkner does this, although when I read Sanctuary in
high school, I just had never read anything like that before.
But what I’m trying to say is that what he has, his legacy, the
riches of Yoknapatawpha have now passed into the main
stream for people like Cormick McCarthy in a way that they
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had not done when the preceding generation, the inter
mediate one, came along.
I can testify to that personally. I can’t think who it is but some
man in studying Southern literature back ten years ago or so
came up with something that struck me as part of my personal
experience. He said that when a great genius comes along he
creates a mode of apprehension, a mode of perception of his
era, his area and his era—that Faulkner was such and that for
fifty years or so after that smaller writers, minor writers write
under the umbrella of influence of this man. I started a novel
ten or fifteen years ago about my own people, Harringtons
and Pattersons and a bunch of people down in south Missis
sippi. One of the reasons I started that, I later realized, was
because Faulkner had written his novels. But more than that I
wrote about forty pages into the thing, and I realized that my
uncles and aunts and all those people looked like Faulkner
people. They did, too, you know, as far as I could see. And I
was writing pure Faulkner. Somebody pointed out if I’d put
the name William Faulkner on it—he was still alive—and send
it off, he could get a nice check. But I stopped and started
reading John Cheever, somebody far away from William
Faulkner’s rhetoric and view as I could get. And I know a
number of writers who have had that problem. That’s one
kind of influence that is not so good, but it is very powerful. I
can testify to that.
Mr. Blotner, to return to the later novels of William Faulkner,
what was Faulkner’s thinking in putting so much time and
effort into A Fable? It stands outside the novels that we are
most familiar with in Faulkner. Can it be at that time he felt he
had exhausted his material? Or was he trying to say some
thing, and if so, that he was so obviously symbolic that his
efforts ended up in a rather poor novel
in comparison to
other Faulkner work? If another writer had written it,
perhaps it would be a great novel. What is your thinking
there?
First, before I try to begin an answer that I will try to keep
short, I think in Malcolm’s review of A Fable on the front page,
one review you did you said, “This novel is like a ruined
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cathedral which nonetheless towers over all the things
alongside it.” Wasn’t that right?
Yes, I said that.
I would put my response in this context. A Fable is not as much
of a sport as one would think. All one has to do is to go back to
the early stories like “The Leg,” for instance, which is set in
England during World War I, and “Crevasse,” which is an
early story which is set in France and has to deal with trench
warfare. There is his great interest in the lore of the First
World War.
all of that material constitutes another well
upon which he drew. We must be careful not to exclude other
areas because they’re not within Yoknapatawpha. And, of
course, Mr. Brooks’ second book is going to explore this area.
As for A Fable, we were talking about Hollywood—all these
things start getting linked together eventually. But he began
the work in Hollywood as a three-way deal with William
Baker and Henry Hathaway who came to him with the idea of
redoing, according to one person, a legend which was very
common, namely the reappearance of Christ in the second
crucifixion. And Faulkner began work on this with the money
advanced by Baker and Hathaway in the hope that the three
of them could do something that was not nearly as common
then as it is now, namely to begin with a property, to develop
it, to produce it cooperatively, and then have one of the
bigger companies distribute it. His hope was that this would
provide what he had gone to Hollywood for in the first place
and never had really gotten, namely financial security that
would permit him to come and work here where he wanted to
be at the things he wanted to write. Well, it was a very compli
cated deal; but time went on and he sent material to Baker
and Hathaway, I think they began to see that it really was not
film material. And over the years he was wrestling with this
problem which was a financial one in part, but which became
an aesthetic one and in which he had involved himself in ways
he could not foresee, namely that he began to make an effort
to synthesize ideas which had been only implicit in some of the
things that he had done up to that time. And then he became,
I think, entrapped to a certain extent in this large effort. He
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worked for a very long time on it. Sometimes he would try to
break out. He would do “Notes on a Horse Thief,” for in
stance, which would take him back to Yoknapatawpha, and
he’d go like a shot. Then he’d get back to the Old General and
the problems of the Corporal and his squad and he would be
confronted with a number of problems of changing the
names so that they were not literally too New Testament. And
he began to plow into A Fable the attitudes which had ex
pressed themselves in his concern over the Second World
War which we talked about—all of these large problems. So
that by the time he was approaching the end of the decade on
which he worked intermittently at this novel, he had such an
enormous commitment to it that he had no alternative but to
fight his way through and to clear the debt. And so he did.
And his own judgment of it kept changing. He would say, “It’s
my magnum opus” or he would say, “It may not be simply the
best thing of my work, it may be the best thing of my time.”
And then shortly after he had finished it, he said to one
interviewer, “No, it doesn’t please me.” And he couldn’t wait
to get back to Yoknapatawpha once more.
it’s an extremely
complex process and one that probably depleted his creative
resources as much as anything else that he ever did in his life.
Let me ask you a question in that connection. Why did he
outline that work on the wall?
I think he had reached the point where he had so much
material and where it had become so impractical that he was
trying to impose a kind of time framework upon it in order to
make it more manageable. He would even do this with masses
of manuscript. That is, he would stack Thursday over here on
the bookcase, and he would put Tuesday here on the desk
and Friday over on the bed, simply as a means of physically
dealing with these masses of pages which had accumulated
with the kinds of pagination that you just wouldn’t believe
unless you saw the manuscript—page 222C13, with all sorts
of subdivisions. I think it became a physical problem, but it
may also relate to something that he had done earlier. His
method apparently most often was to destroy working notes.
And whenever anything survived, it survived through chance
or through some happy circumstance, as with that one page
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of notes entitled “Twilight,” in which he put down the birth
dates of the Compson children before the novel was even
named The Sound and the Fury or the chronology of events for
Absalom, Absalom! or the genealogies of some of the families
just sketched out. He had used these methods from time to
time, and some evidence of this remains for roughly the same
purpose—to get straight in his mind things that would be
more tractable if he had them graphically represented. I
think when he got to that part of A Fable, he was fighting for
his life, and he needed to have a visual representation to get
all this complex material handleable and straight.
GW: Do you think, though, that he had to some degree felt that
maybe he was something of a failure since readers had not
recognized the universality in his Yoknapatawpha works and
that he said to himself, “This is the time to be a deliberate
stylist—to write a novelist’s novel, with the allegory, the struc
ture, etc.” Is that what made him come back to it?
JB: I don’t know. There, there may have been something—
MC: No, by that time he had won the Nobel Prize.
GW: Yes, but he must have felt that many of the Hollywood years
were wasted, and he must surely have wanted to work on
something like The Town and The Mansion for the years since
The Hamlet. I’m talking about the real richness of Yoknapa
tawpha being able to give him what he had thought about
many years before.
JB: It’s a perplexing question. In the six years before he won the
prize, he was working on A Fable. There was no question he
was a novelist of world stature, and he may have felt impelled
in part to say, “By George, I’m going to” —as Hemingway
would.
JW: As we know, he spent some time in France going over that
area, even keeping an acurate record of where he went, what
he saw, how much it cost, all of that. He took it over to a local
attorney here for income tax deduction purposes in connec
tion with his work on the project. And there is a great deal of
light to be revealed in reading that material.
EH: Thank you, panelists. Thank you for coming.
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